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call for papers
The next issue of JNCHC (deadline: September 1, 2021) invites research essays on any
topic of interest to the honors community.
The issue will also include a Forum focused on the theme “Honors after COVID,” in which
we invite honors educators to look beyond the urgencies of the moment and imagine the
pandemic’s impact on the future of honors in higher education. We invite essays of roughly
1000-2000 words that consider this theme in a practical and/or theoretical context.
The lead essay for the Forum (available at <https://www.nchchonors.org/uploaded/
NCHC_FILES/Pubs/Pandemic_Peril.pdf?utm_source=Direct&utm_medium=Info
rmz&utm_campaign=Bulk%20Email>) is by François G. Amar of the University of Maine.
In his essay, “Honors in the Post-Pandemic World: Situation Perilous,” Amar provides a
wide-ranging yet succinct description of the changes wrought by COVID and speculation about how these changes, though perilous, can lead to significant future benefits. He
stresses the moral and educational imperative of making our way through the current crisis
by adhering to “the core values of honors, such as diversity, community, student agency,
and inclusive excellence,” which will help honors weather the coming financial contractions. At the same time, the pandemic has taught us lessons and offered future pathways
that can advance the value of honors through benefits, like interinstitutional collaboration,
that have become a necessity during the crisis. The synchronicity between the pandemic
and the Black Lives Matter movement has also highlighted inequities that require renewed
attention and new action that can transform honors, infusing it with deeper introspection
of past and current inadequacies in addressing issues of racial and social justice.
Contributors to the Forum on “Honors after COVID” may, but are not obliged to, respond
directly to Amar’s essay. Questions that Forum contributors might consider include:
• Will the technologies that have been thrust upon all educators and students be a threat
to future learning or a doorway into enriched educational options?
• Will the “core values of honors, such as diversity, community, student agency, and
inclusive excellence” gain strength from the pandemic and the Black Lives Matter
movement?
• Will these “core values” elicit skepticism among those who see honors as elitist?
• Will the access made possible through Zoom and other internet connections make
honors more feasible and attractive to previously skeptical or excluded students?
• Will the financial gains of relying increasingly on distance learning disrupt the sense of
community that honors fosters?
• Will privileges for honors students—such as small class sizes, close relationships to
instructors, and opportunities for research, study abroad, and service leaning—come
under fire as unaffordable luxuries?
• What specific forms of intra- and inter-institutional cooperation might benefit honors
both nationally and in individual programs and colleges?
• Are national test scores likely now to become less influential in admissions to institutions and to honors, and to what effect?
v

Information about JNCHC—including the editorial policy, submission guidelines, guidelines for abstracts and keywords, and a style sheet—is available on the NCHC website:
<http://www.nchchonors.org/resources/nchc-publications/editorial-policies>.
Please send all submissions to Ada Long at adalong@uab.edu.

editorial policy
Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council (JNCHC) is a refereed periodical publishing scholarly articles on honors education. The journal uses a double-blind peer review
process. Articles may include analyses of trends in teaching methodology, discussions of
problems common to honors programs and colleges, items on the national higher education agenda, research on assessment, and presentations of emergent issues relevant to
honors education. Bibliographies of JNCHC, HIP, and the NCHC Monograph Series on
the NCHC website provide past treatments of topics that an author should consider.

deadlines
March 1 (for spring/summer issue); September 1 (for fall/winter issue)

submission guidelines
We accept material by email attachment in Word (not pdf). We do not accept material by
fax or hard copy, nor do we receive documents with tracking.
If documentation is used, the documentation style can be whatever is appropriate to the
author’s primary discipline or approach (MLA, APA, etc.), employing internal citation to
a list of references (bibliography).
All research based on data from human subjects should include IRB approval or other ethical review from your institution.
All essay submissions to the journals must include an abstract of no more than 250 words
and a list of no more than five keywords. For a submission to “Brief Ideas about What
Works in Honors,” the abstract should be short (preferably one sentence) and include a
maximum of three keywords.
Only the “Brief Ideas” have minimum or maximum length requirements; otherwise, the
length should be dictated by the topic and its most effective presentation.
Accepted essays are edited for grammatical and typographical errors and for infelicities
of style or presentation. Authors have ample opportunity to review and approve edited
manuscripts before publication.
All submissions and inquiries should be directed to Ada Long at adalong@uab.edu or, if
necessary, 850.927.3776.
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dedication

Annmarie Guzy
Annmarie Guzy is a preeminent scholar in the field of honors education,
having published extensively during the last two decades—perhaps more
than any other writer—on topics related to honors. Foremost among her
publications is her 2003 monograph Honors Composition: Historical Perspectives and Contemporary Practices, which appeared in the NCHC Monograph
Series. Her other publications during those decades include at least seventeen
peer-reviewed articles, most in the Journal of the National Collegiate Honors
Council, as well as a chapter in the 2018 monograph Breaking Barriers in
Teaching and Learning, also part of the NCHC Monograph Series.
The wide range of Annmarie’s interests and research is evident in a small
sample of her essay titles: “The Confidence Game in Honors Admission and
Retention”; “Putting the ‘Human’ into the Humanities”; “Harry Potter and
the Specter of Honors Accreditation”; “Honors Sells . . . But Who’s Paying?”;
and “A Blue-Collar Honors Story.” This sample also reveals the energy and fun
of her approach to all things honors. Lucky are those conference participants
who end up at her table for breakfast as they are destined to hear several ideas
for new projects, collaborations, and conference sessions.
vii
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She has already presented over twenty-six conference sessions, mostly at
NCHC but also other organizations, especially the Conference on College
Composition and Communication. She has also been a participant, often as
chair or moderator, of NCHC’s Developing in Honors workshops every year
since 1999. She has contributed to NCHC in numerous other ways as well,
serving on the Teaching and Leaning Committee for most of those years, the
Diversity Issues Committee (2002–2003), the Grants and Awards Committee (2005–2007), the Research Committee (2006–2008), the Publications
Board (2006–2008), and the Board of Directors (2007–2009). She has also
been on the Editorial Board of Honors in Practice since its inception in 2005.
Having earned her BA and MA at Southern Illinois University Edwardsville and her PhD at New Mexico State University, serving as a teaching
assistant at both institutions, she has been at the University of South Alabama since 1999, where she is Associate Professor. She teaches courses at the
undergraduate and graduate levels on composition and rhetoric, technical
writing, and literature, with a special emphasis on horror literature, and she
has supervised numerous master’s and doctoral theses.
Annmarie’s exceptional accomplishments have been acknowledged
on her home campus with a College of Arts and Sciences Teaching Excellence Award and with Faculty Senate recognition in 2013 as one of the “50
Outstanding Faculty” in the previous fifty years of the University of South
Alabama. She has also been recognized by NCHC in 2015 as a Fellow of the
National Collegiate Honors Council. We are proud to add to these recognitions by dedicating this issue of JNCHC to Annmarie Guzy.
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editor’s introduction
Ada Long
University of Alabama at Birmingham

Disputes over boundaries arise in every individual and collective phase of
human interaction, from wars over national borders to arguments in domestic relationships. Boundaries define us as people, communities, and nations,
distinguishing between what is ours and not ours, determining not only who
or what we are but what opportunities and restrictions direct our actions.
Exploring the boundaries of honors education goes to the heart of our purpose, of all that we try to accomplish in honors and of what we each do day to
day. Christopher Keller’s lead essay in this issue’s Forum on “The Boundaries
of Honors” takes on the full range of the big questions about what we mean by
“honors education”: what it does, what it can do, and what it should do given
adherence to or defiance of its real and imagined borders.
The following Call for Papers was distributed to all members of the
National Collegiate Honors Council in the NCHC newsletter and in the previous issue of JNCHC:
The next issue of JNCHC (deadline: March 1, 2021) invites research
essays on any topic of interest to the honors community.
The issue will also include a Forum focused on the theme “The Boundaries of Honors.” We invite essays of roughly 1000–2000 words that
consider this theme in a practical and/or theoretical context.
In his lead essay for the Forum (available at <https://cdn.ymaws.
com/nchc.site-ym.com/resource/resmgr/docs/pub_board_
essays/mad_and_educated.pdf>), Christopher Keller of East
Tennessee State University considers whether the boundaries of honors are or should be permeable. While the outside world impinges
on honors in obvious ways that include institutional, state, and federal mandates, he questions whether honors can or should break
through its traditional boundaries in order to admit and impinge
on the world outside of it. In his essay, titled “‘Mad and Educated,
Primitive and Loyal’: Comments on the Occupations of Honors,” he
notes that outside forces like “economic injustice, systemic racism,
and anti-democratic movements” inevitably break through boundaries to occupy a space within honors curricula and scholarship. A
more compelling question is whether honors should break out of its
ix
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boundaries in order to become an active participant and interlocutor in these same forces. In an essay that primarily raises questions,
Keller asks us to consider whether honors has any power outside
itself, whether it has a voice or an audience to hear it, whether it has
any business impinging on social movements and issues outside its
domain, and whether it brings help or harm outside its own sphere
of influence.
Contributors to the Forum on “The Boundaries of Honors” may, but
are not obliged to, respond directly to Keller’s essay. He has, however,
asked a broad range of questions that should suggest approaches to
the general topic. Distilled and added questions might include the
following:
• If honors has identifiable boundaries, what are they?
• If honors does not have identifiable boundaries, is that a benefit or
a deficit?
• Is promoting direct involvement of honors students in activist
movements appropriate, effective, moral, wise?
• What does honors have to offer to movements like Black Lives
Matter or Occupy Wall Street?
• Given a widespread and powerful contingent of American society
that denounces academic outreach into social issues or activism,
is moving beyond a purely academic boundary dangerous to the
future of honors education?
Information about JNCHC—including the editorial policy, submission guidelines, guidelines for abstracts and keywords, and a
style sheet—is available on the NCHC website: <http://www.nchc
honors.org/resources/nchc-publications/editorial-policies>.
Eleven responses to the Forum Call were accepted for publication.
The first three contributions to the Forum address primarily the question
of boundaries in programmatic policies, especially admissions and enrollment
management, which set the criteria for inclusion or exclusion of applicants. In
“Crossing the Ohio: Welcoming Students of Color into the Honors White
Space,” Betsy Greenleaf Yarrison of the University of Baltimore considers the
barriers that have traditionally fenced out marginalized groups. In the concept of “value-added” and the false distinction between excellence and access,
x

Editor’s Introduction

honors programs have created admissions standards, curricula, and extracurricular activities that delineate honors as a “white space”; its “traditional
pedagogies, course materials, and performance measures [are] based on a
literacy that was aggressively and systematically denied to the enslaved.” She
advocates “moving away from deficit-based assignment design, such as academic essays, and moving toward asset-based assignment designs,” providing
several examples of such assignments. By reaching beyond the boundaries of
their own cultural and academic backgrounds, honors faculty and administrators can escape their “White Space” and make “Honors Space” a “Community
Space.”
Owen Cantrell of Perimeter College at Georgia State University makes a
point similar to Yarrison’s in “‘Here’s the church, here’s the steeple’: Existing
Politics of Honors Education.” He argues that in order to remove the barricades around honors, “programs must first reckon with their own histories
and complicity within systems of domination and oppression.” The privileges
that begin for white students in the secondary school tracking systems of
K–12 education perpetuate themselves in college, where honors continues
to confer privileges on the already privileged. In addition to the barriers that
Yarrison mentioned, Cantrell argues that perks “such as early registration,
professional resources, and special lounges and rooms” isolate honors students “from the general undergraduate population.” To remove the barriers,
we need to examine critically the historical context of honors within a systemically racist educational system; we need to ask not “What can honors
offer Black Lives Matter?” but “What can honors learn from Black Lives Matter?”; and we need to listen carefully to students, especially those who have
not been admitted to honors. We need also to expand our traditional notions
of marginalized groups to include, for instance, the prison population and
students who are abled in ways different from the typical honors student.
Leah White from Minnesota State University, Mankato, advocates and
demonstrates precisely the kind of critical self-examination that Cantrell
suggests. In “Traveling in Circles: Gatekeeping in Honors,” she points to the
fallacies of denouncing the kinds of boundaries that have increasingly become
the standard focus of honors self-interrogation. She turns such arguments on
their head by arguing that the “current preoccupation of honors with reaching
beyond its boundaries to embrace the goals of social justice movements, for
example, reveals the extent of its entrenchment with concerns of Whiteness.”
She explains further: “Asking if honors has anything to offer the Black Lives
Matter movement is evidence of how deeply Whiteness is woven into honors
xi
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culture.” Any assumption that social movements exist outside of honors “is
one of the most blatant examples of white supremacy I have observed in this
new [honors] culture in which I find myself.” The obsession with gatekeeping
and boundaries seems primarily to be an excuse for not removing them.
Matthew Carey Jordan of Cuyahoga Community College offers a counterargument or perhaps simply a cautionary note in his essay “Inquiry as
Occupation.” He argues that while all of us in honors have every right to engage
in and with social movements on our own, as teachers and administrators we
have a responsibility to operate within the boundaries of our academic roles
and to maintain a balanced if not neutral perspective on social movements
and causes. He writes that “the push toward overt advocacy on behalf of various causes and the concomitant tendency to treat criticism of those causes as
beyond the pale violate a boundary that should be respected while establishing a boundary that ought not exist. To be an advocate for a cause is to treat
it, on some level, as a settled matter, a nonnegotiable commitment.” Jordan is
in favor, as are the previous authors, of self-interrogation—but to a different
end. He writes: “Many of those who would have us approach honors education ‘in the manner of the Occupy Movement’ seem not to recognize that
the Occupy mindset itself is open to question: the hermeneutics of suspicion
may and should be applied to the critical stance as well as to the status quo,
and there are contexts in which the critical stance is the status quo.” Using
a range of examples, Jordan justifies his stance that our individual rights as
advocates of social causes do not and should not equate to similar rights as
academic professionals.
The following two essays make a case against the insularity of honors
and for the need to push its boundaries out into the institution, community,
and society. Andrew Martino, of Salisbury University, argues that the recent
social, racial, economic, and climatological crises in this country have demonstrated the urgent need for “competent, service-minded professionals.” In
“Territorial Games: Honors, Outreach, and Collaboration,” he argues that the
country is more in need than ever of public intellectuals and that both students and faculty in honors should answer that need by moving beyond their
elitist academic confines “to solve real-world challenges through greater collaboration with non-honors entities.” Drawing on the work of Gramsci, Said,
hooks, and Spivak as well as the models of Hannah Arendt and Simone Weil,
Martino argues against resting inside the comfortable confines of a traditional
honors territory and for instead fostering “a place where the life of the mind
can be valued and contribute our own change to an ever-changing world.”
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In “Honors as a Third Space Occupation,” Aaron Stoller of Colorado College advocates the same role for honors that Martino does, but he considers
honors not as a territory but as “a form of practice.” Drawing from the work
of Said, as did Martino, as well as Bourdieu and others, Stoller adopts the
language especially of Homi Bhabha and Nancy West to suggest that honors become a “third Space,” which West imagines “as a nonbinary physical
environment that is freed from the constraints of the university as traditionally conceived and that enables a certain kind of pedagogical and deliberative
freedom.” In this third space, characterized by transdisciplinarity, academics
adopt “a problem-driven approach to their work through direct engagement
in ambiguous, real-world problems and situations,” collaborating with “participants from different disciplines and societal sectors.” Only in such a space,
or mode, can honors adopt a “form of expertise capable of disrupting, reimagining, and transforming the university, and only here will honors find its
occupation.”
For Linda Frost of the University of Tennessee, Chattanooga, Aaron
Stoller’s argument, as expressed in his chapter “Theory and Resistance in
Honors Education” in Occupy Honors Education, is key to defining the purpose of honors, which is suggested in the title of her essay, “Honors as Gadfly.”
She points out that the nature of honors is to expand its territory by fanning
out its multiple high-impact practices into our institutions as “large-scale
undergraduate research efforts, university-wide study abroad initiatives,
and ever-proliferating living learning communities.” The role and obligation of honors is to stick “our nose in everyone else’s business,” and honors is
uniquely adept at nosiness given its dedication to innovation and to the dissemination of new ideas, policies, and practices that are useful across campus.
The time is past, Frost contends, to question whether honors is effective at
what it does—we know that it is; our concern now is how to make it “available
and effective for everyone.”
Like Frost, Jerry Herron of Wayne State University suggests that “honors programs and colleges are in a unique and advantageous position relative
to other academic units.” In “On Taking Emerson’s Good Advice: ‘If We but
Know What to Do with It,’” Herron might well have suggested that we need
not try to stick our noses in other people’s business since honors is already
“everywhere, not in opposition but in complex relationships and alliances
that represent a potential base of strength from which to work.” The good that
we do, Herron writes, benefits not just our own programs but our institutions.
Given this widespread influence, Herron argues, we are obliged to provide
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measurable accountability. Relying on Emerson as his inspiration for the
essay, Herron writes that “Emerson was clear on the necessity of acting and
of measuring the value added by our actions”: that an essential component of
the self-trust required of a good scholar is being open to assessment by others.
Having what Emerson calls “facts amidst appearances,” honors educators can
confidently address problems “that we know how to solve because we have
solved them already, demonstrably and measurably.”
Herron suggests, taking some issue with Keller, that the NCHC has
established boundaries while also extending its influence into the realm of
higher education through its publications, “which are filled with accounts of
honors professionals and students doing precisely what we say we ought to be
doing and showing ‘measurably’ how what we do makes a positive difference.”
Jeffrey A. Portnoy of Georgia State University, Perimeter College, longtime
Co-Chair of the Publications Board and General Editor of the NCHC Monograph Series, expands on Herron’s argument in his essay “Keeping the Faith:
NCHC’s Readers and Writers.” Citing the wide range of disciplinary contexts,
theoretical approaches, and intellectual traditions that characterize publications in honors journals and monographs, Portnoy illustrates that honors
stretches its boundaries “in an academic landscape where publishing remains
at the heart of professional achievement and success and where expanding
perspectives is critical.” Portnoy also addresses Keller’s question whether
anyone is “listening to those of us in honors when we talk about the pressing issues, events, and challenges of our time.” Providing bibliometric data
collected and published by Emily Walshe, Portnoy points out the disciplinary diversity, cross-institutional collaboration, and international as well as
national reach of NCHC publications, indicating that the boundaries of honors include the whole world. He concludes by issuing an invitation to that
world to join the broad range of NCHC’s writers and readers.
Anticipating the next JNCHC Forum, which will focus on “Honors after
COVID,” Lucy Morrison addresses the boundary between high school and
college in conjunction with the boundary between the pandemic and some
kind of normalcy in “Bordering on Normal: Dissolving Honors Boundaries.”
She argues that while honors has always transgressed many boundaries, now
is a time of urgency to create a new kind of normal by engaging “across longestablished borders, artificially erected and maintained, like deciding futures
or identity by standardized tests and excluding activism from academia.”
Morrison describes the steps taken at the University of Nebraska at Omaha
this past year to “confront inequity” and to provide an environment in which
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first-year students could confront not only the exigencies of college during
the pandemic but also the urgent social unrest in the country. She writes:
“Honors must straddle borders and break them down, whether through
adjusting admissions policies or actively engaging in contemporary moments
that evince change.”
***
The four research essays published in this issue of JNCHC echo many
of the same concerns expressed in the Forum. The essay “Forging a More
Equitable Path for Honors Education: Advancing Racial, Ethnic, and Socioeconomic Diversity” addresses concerns that have dominated the pages of
this and other recent volumes of NCHC journals and monographs.
Andrew J. Cognard-Black of St. Mary’s College of Maryland and Art L.
Spisak of the University of Iowa echo Leah White in arguing that “selectivity, elitism, and exclusivity” remain “in an unresolved tension with recent
calls for inclusivity” that appear in the organization’s publications, conference sessions, and national forums. The source of this tension is access: “At
each stage, the primary barriers to educational attainment are mechanisms of
exclusion.” After a thorough review of the related background literature, the
authors expand on their earlier analyses of data published in the 2018 Student
Experience in the Research University (SERU) Survey, which found that
Black, Hispanic, and low-income students are significantly underrepresented
in honors programs and colleges. In this study, they adapt a different model
used by the Chronicle of Higher Education to study underrepresentation. With
the goal of identifying schools that have done a better job of fostering equal
representation, they further adopt a case study approach, and from this part
of their study they derive a list of strategies that seem most successful in creating equal access and representation. Their overall findings confirm again,
however, that despite wide variability among honors programs and colleges,
as a whole they are failing dramatically at achieving representative diversity.
As Cognard-Black and Spisak point out, recruitment and retention
are fundamental in creating access or erecting barriers to diversity in honors. Jason T. Hilton and Jessica Jordan of Slippery Rock University provide
another approach to understanding these keys to equal representation in “The
Recruitment and Retention of Diverse Students in Honors: What the Last
Twenty Years of Scholarship Say.” They review two decades of scholarship
on diversity, including sixty-six publications relating to diversity in honors
education. After describing the methodologies and formats predominant
among these publications, the authors identify six diversity-related themes, in
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decreasing level of prevalence, that emerge from this scholarship: “programlevel improvements (including curriculum and co-curriculum), inclusive
community building, course-level improvements, holistic admissions, recruitment practices, and study abroad/cultural immersion experiences.” The
overall issue of social justice, they find, runs through most of these six themes.
The authors then describe the application of these themes in improving the
honors program at their institution, especially by changing their recruitment
strategies and admissions process.
In “Bridging the Interval: Teaching Global Awareness through Music
and Politics,” Galit Gertsenzon describes a broader approach to diversity in a
first-year honors course she teaches at Ball State University. COVID-19, she
suggests, has created a global awareness and sense of community: “Perhaps
at no other time in recent history have circumstances been so ripe for fostering a social and cultural understanding of music and global citizenship in the
honors classroom.” In her qualitative study of global awareness during a time
of pandemic, Gertsenzon describes student responses to a study of music and
governmental power in the five cultures she describes as follows:
• North Korea: Music in service to the government
• China: Song and censorship during the Cultural Revolution
• Russia: Education and protest from the Soviet Era to Putin
• Cuba: Diasporas, drums, and dance
• Iran: Pre- and Post-Revolution
The final student showcase in the course, featuring both performance and
reflection focused on a wide range of cultures, demonstrated the ways that
honors courses “can connect us even during a double pandemic of social isolation and COVID-19.”
The final essay in this issue of JNCHC also focuses on the effects of
COVID-19 on first-year students in honors. “Understanding the Impact of the
COVID-19 Pandemic on Honors College Students: A Qualitative Content
Analysis” describes an analysis of ninety-eight first-year students’ reflective
writing exercises by a team of researchers at East Carolina University: Bhibha
M. Das, Carmen Walker, Elizabeth Hodge, Tim Christensen, Teal Darkenwald, Wayne Godwin, and Gerald Weckesser. Their goal was, through team
collaboration and consensus, to examine all the exercises and identify the
students’ primary concerns during the pandemic. In abbreviated form, the
list of themes they identified were personal growth; family and interpersonal
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dynamics; economic concerns; mental health issues; changed impressions of
people and society; understanding a “new normal”; lack of trust; and social
isolation. Relying on quotations from the writing exercises, the authors conclude that the interconnection of complex impacts wrought by the pandemic
requires new and holistic interventions by honors faculty and staff to help
their students prepare for an uncertain future, and they provide some ideas
for how to effect such interventions.
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Hang your collar up inside
Hang your dollar on me
Listen to the water still
Listen to the causeway
You are mad and educated
Primitive and wild
Welcome to the occupation.
Here we stand and here we fight
All your fallen heroes
Held and dyed and skinned alive
Listen to the Congress fire
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Offering the educated
Primitive and loyal
Welcome to the occupation.

D

—R.E.M. “Welcome to the Occupation” (1987)

uring the spring and summer of 2020 as I was pondering the focal
point of this essay, a common refrain occurred from friends, colleagues,
politicians, and pundits that went something like this (I paraphrase): “We’re
now seeing the greatest public health crisis since the Spanish Flu in 1918,
the greatest economic disaster since the Great Depression in 1929, and the
greatest protests and social unrest since the Civil Rights Movements of the
1950s and 60s all converge on us at once.” Time will tell whether these historical comparisons are appropriate and accurate, though they certainly feel
so at the moment. Consequently, for a time at least, it seemed inevitable to
me that this piece would somehow address honors education in the midst of
this watershed moment and that I would focus on one or more of these crises,
particularly as they play out in budget reductions, pedagogical approaches to
and teachable moments about social justice generally and Black Lives Matter specifically, or perhaps teaching honors students virtually in the age of
COVID-19.
I confess: for a short time it felt almost as if I would be irresponsible if
I didn’t directly tackle one or more of these issues in this essay, so I began a
pathway back to a couple of NCHC monographs to help me chart a course:
The Demonstrable Value of Honors Education: New Research Evidence (2019)
as a means to think strategically about how to defend honors in the midst of
what appeared like inevitable COVID-related budget cuts and Occupy Honors
Education (2017) as a means to revisit recent thinking about honors education as a force that works against economic injustice, systemic racism, and
anti-democratic movements. Both are well-conceived and well-written texts
that include a variety of important voices, and I was correct that they would
offer much food for thought in our current context.
As I began reading these monographs, however, I noticed some interesting juxtapositions of ideas and arguments that I did not expect, juxtapositions
that caused my thinking to pivot, if not tumble upside down. These juxtapositions hinged on the concept of occupation. For months I had been thinking
about how a pandemic, economic disaster, and social unrest were fully occupying my attention and my time as well as my concern as a citizen, parent,
supporter of social justice movements, and, of course, honors educator. The
juxtapositions I found in these two texts, however, framed my perspectives
4
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differently and posed new questions in my mind: Rather than ask how these
various crises in 2020 will occupy the work of honors educators like myself and
others, how will honors educators do work that comes to occupy these crises?
How will the work, especially scholarly work, of honors educators move into
and occupy, i.e., assert power and influence onto, new social, cultural, political, and economic domains? What does the history of honors scholarship tell
us that helps explore this question? The distinction between what occupies
honors and what honors occupies is more than a play on words, though it is a
subtle distinction at first glance. As I flesh out the distinction, I hope to raise
questions and conversations about the “occupations of honors,” that is, about
why and how honors scholarship enters into and occupies conversations and
arguments (especially those related to crises and events) in ways that are productive and beneficial, problematic and damaging, or perhaps even benign
and unnecessary.
To begin developing this line of thinking, let me provide an example of
the kinds of juxtapositions I discovered in the two monographs that sparked
my initial question about the occupations of honors. Three passages from
three separate chapters serve as a proper jumping off point:
What we want to know is the measurable difference made by honors programming; we want to determine which specific practices
contribute to differences in the performance of comparable honors
versus non-honors students, eliminating as many alternate explanations as possible. Otherwise we will find ourselves without a
compelling answer to the objections that honors students are simply
good students to begin with and that they would do well no matter
what, honors or no honors, which makes justifying our existence at
budget time a great deal harder. (Herron and Freeman, The Demonstrable Value, 258)
To occupy honors education is to practice and theorize in the
manner of the Occupy Movement itself. . . . In doing so, it aims to
overturn systems of oppression masked as agents of democracy.
Similarly, if honors understands itself as a laboratory that pushes
the university forward, then this call to occupy honors education is
about much more than simply creating innovative course content;
rather, it demands that honors actively re-imagine the entire context
and structure of university education. (Stoller, Occupy Honors Education, 26, 10–11)
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The argument I make here is that each of us in honors in America is
naïve if we believe that honors does not have to change integrally,
significantly, if we are to continue to be productive players on the
world stage as well as on the campuses of our home institutions. . . .
[F]or social justice to exist, diversity, equity, and inclusion for all
must become what we in honors are about, centrally, obsessively,
perennially. This has to be our mission, the dawn of our new morning. (Coleman, Occupy Honors Education, xiv)
In the first passage, Jerry Herron and D. Carl Freeman ask a question that
frames the entirety of The Demonstrable Value of Honors Education: against
the skeptics, naysayers, and penny pinchers inside and outside of higher
education, how do honors educators marshal the evidence and construct
the argument that show honors as value added for honors students and for
institutions themselves? In this context, Herron and Freeman imply that, in
terms of control and power, the larger institution occupies honors; it requires
accountability, exercises control, and has the ability to offer support to an
honors program or college—or, of course, to paralyze or shut it down. The
economic and educational values and imperatives of the larger institution
impose their will on honors, putting honors programs and colleges in defensive positions that require justification. Honors is occupied in this instance.
The second passage offers a contrasting portrait of honors. According to
Stoller, honors is similar to the Occupy Movement itself; it has the potential to occupy the larger institution by functioning as an occupying force of
resistance with the power to alter the institution profoundly. Honors can
redress power imbalances by razing and rebuilding the “context and structure” of educational missions and practices. Unlike the argument by Herron
and Freeman about demonstrating “value added” to those who doubt the role
of honors in higher education, Stoller implies that honors might just make
the need for that argument moot altogether. Honors in this configuration is
no longer a different or undervalued educational endeavor that needs justification; it justifies itself by way of enacting systemic change that reaches into
all corners and crevices of the institution. A reimagined honors, for Stoller,
spreads outward to occupy institutions of higher education holistically and
alters them fundamentally across the board.
Finally, in the third passage Lisa L. Coleman argues for a different and
grander form of occupation than Stoller’s. Coleman understands honors to
already occupy a “productive” place on the “world stage,” a place where honors can and should turn its focus “centrally, obsessively, and perennially” to
6
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social justice through diversity, equity, and inclusion advocacy and initiatives.
Although a compelling statement worth considering, Coleman’s call to make
diversity, equity, and inclusion the central mission of honors interests me less
here than what it suggests about the occupations of honors. In this instance,
social justice—by way of diversity, equity, and inclusion advocacy—is not
something that simply occupies the work of honors educators; Coleman
wants honors to occupy—to move squarely, fully, and unequivocally into the
domain of social justice and the various conversations, initiatives, and efforts
focused on diversity, equity, and inclusion.
The arguments by Herron and Freeman and by Stoller involve two main
entities: institutions of higher education and the honors programs or colleges
that reside within them. Herron and Freeman imply that the larger institution occupies honors; Stoller suggests that the opposite is possible. Coleman’s
argument, however, takes readers well beyond these two entities onto nothing less than the metaphorical “world stage.” On this stage, honors not only
occupies new territory but also occupies a position of power that warrants
analysis. In order “for social justice to exist,” Coleman writes, we in honors
must put all our energy into diversity, equity, and inclusion. While I do not
believe this claim to be true—that the existence of social justice somehow
falls under the sway of honors and its renewed central mission—it says much
about the potential, or desire, for honors to occupy spaces and discourses
taken up by diverse other stakeholders and occupiers. Coleman assumes that
honors can be, must be, and is accepted as a major player in and primary occupier of social justice as a cultural and political as well as social project.
The juxtapositions I discuss among these three passages provide merely
a small sample on which to ground a few comments on the occupations of
honors. In writing the lead essay in this forum, I am not so much making a
detailed argument as I am being purposefully provocative about a concern
for the ways that honors expands into and occupies new social, cultural, and
political territories. I am not suggesting that any of these territories are or
should be off limits per se or that we must identify strict boundaries demarcating what honors can and cannot address in its conversations, goals, and
missions. Rather, I am interested in exploring concerns about what movement into and occupation of these kinds of territories does not only to honors
but to those territories themselves and other stakeholders who occupy them.
I conclude here by presenting three takeaways and associated questions
about the occupations of honors that I hope facilitate further conversation:
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1.	Herron and Freeman as well as the others who contributed to the
pages of The Demonstrable Value of Honors Education offer insights on
and strategies for showing the value added of honors in higher education contexts that require quantitative and qualitative evidence to
justify their existence. Simultaneously, though, honors educators
rightly seek to demonstrate the value added of honors in other ways:
namely, by contributing to conversations about the most pressing
issues and events of our time. In this latter sense, honors is conjunctive.
Its scholars and practitioners want to connect honors education to the
grand challenges of the day, such as social justice movements that are
much bigger than honors itself. Although this stance is understandable and commendable, caution needs to be raised in terms of both
how these issues and events occupy honors and how honors occupies
them. As the convergence of COVID-19, economic recession, and
social unrest continues to pull at the seams of our lives, communities,
and institutions—sometimes for the better and sometimes for the
worse—I think we all foresee a litany of future honors conference presentations, webinars, articles, and monographs that are conjunctive,
drawing connections between “honors and fill in the blank.” That is, we
are likely to see a host of new work that focuses on topics like “honors
and Black Lives Matter,” “honors and mental health in the COVID-19
era,” “honors and the economic downturn,” “honors and virtual teaching,” or “honors and epidemiological research.” When these current
issues, events, and challenges occupy honors, how will they inform,
challenge, and change the work we do? On the other hand, when honors occupies them, how and when does it maintain healthy, respectful,
collaborative, and realistic interactions with the many other individuals and groups who are also invested in and committed to them?
2.	 A separate but related point concerns the conjunctive nature of scholarship in honors. When honors occupies the important issues, events,
and challenges of the day, is honors contributing to a conversation
in meaningful ways, and who else is involved in such conversation? I
understand that Coleman’s “world stage” metaphor is a bit hyperbolic,
or at least it should be, but it raises an important question: Is honors
really on any stage—regardless of the stage’s and audience’s size—or
are we seated around a metaphorical table with others? I do not see any
inherent problem with honors trying to occupy certain kinds of discursive territories when done properly, collaboratively, and respectfully
8
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with other stakeholders. However, we need to ask a series of essential
questions: Is honors alone on a stage with an audience of empty seats?
Is anyone listening to those of us in honors when we talk about the
pressing issues, events, and challenges of our time such as social justice, mental health, diversity and inclusion, or even virtual pedagogy?
Are we even arguing productively and moving conversation forward
among ourselves? Finally, NCHC conference presentations, journal
articles, and monographs are filled with citations of writers and scholars whom we would not necessarily associate with honors, but do the
scholarly contributions of honors educators affect and inform those
outside of honors or only those who work in honors education? How
and why might it be important for honors scholarship to make a lasting and visible impact outside our own presentations, journals, and
books? How much are we dialogic and how much are we monologic?
Does honors occupy anything beyond the scope of its own printed
pages and, if not, why does or doesn’t that matter?
3.	 In “The Professionalization of Honors Education,” Patricia J. Smith
uses a four-stage developmental framework created by sociologist Theodore Caplow in the 1950s to explore honors professionalization and
the controversies surrounding honors program certification, a topic
that raises voices at any NCHC meeting. Smith, for example, writes:
Without a nationally accepted instrument to be used in a process of certifying honors colleges, the Basic Characteristics as
a code of ethics cannot be enforced within the honors community. The desire by some to require enforcement has resulted in
what Caplow (1954) described as the fourth step in the evolution to a profession: political agitation ‘to obtain the support of
the public power for the maintenance of the new occupational
barriers.’ (13)
In a counterargument, “Requiem for Certification, A Song for Honors,”
Jeffrey A. Portnoy suggests that Smith’s use of Caplow as well as her
take on NCHC’s history are fraught with errors, arguing vehemently
against any form of certification as evidence of professionalization.
For Portnoy, NCHC and honors educators have always already been
“professionals,” as evidenced in honors scholarship:
People engaged in honors at the collegiate level are not amateurs; honors as an occupation and discipline is professional. I
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believe that the most profound and compelling evidence is to
be found in NCHC’s publications and the scholarship, intellection, and commitment they present to readers. (39)
Although I agree with Portnoy, his remarks raise questions that connect with the issues that drive this essay. Honors educators do have
honors occupations (in this case meaning “careers”), and they are
professional with or without a formal certification of their programs
and colleges. What role, though, does honors scholarship really play
in our occupations as honors professionals? Scholarship in most
professional organizations typically does have strict “occupational
[boundaries and] barriers,” to use Smith’s words, in the pages of
their scholarly journals. In my own area of English studies, one sees
these boundaries when thumbing through the pages of, say, PMLA,
American Literary History, or Leviathan: A Journal of Melville Studies.
Contributors to these journals—and journals and monographs in any
professional area—understand clearly the boundaries and parameters
that must frame their work. Does honors have any boundaries, and are
those of us who contribute scholarship in honors free to let honors
roam and occupy any territories we wish? If so, does this highly conjunctive, free-ranging, nature of honors scholarship help or hinder the
ways we conceive of professionalization in honors? Does honors sacrifice depth of scholarly engagement for the sake of greater horizontal
breadth?
I recognize that my three takeaways and associated questions are not
mutually exclusive, that they intersect and mingle with each other. If there is
a common thread that runs through them, and this essay as a whole, I hope
it connects back to where I began: R.E.M.’s song “Welcome to the Occupation” and snippets of its lyrics that inform the title of this essay: “‘Mad and
Educated, Primitive and Loyal’: Comments on the Occupations of Honors.”
The song offers an ironic, and purposefully ambiguous, take on the undue
and imperialistic influence of the United States in Central and South America
in the 1980s (and prior to that, of course), offering lyrics that strategically
confuse when and who is speaking, the occupier or occupied. I do not intend
to draw a strict parallel between the occupations of honors and the colonial
occupations of nations. They are not the same. The occupations of honors,
however, particularly in its scholarly work, do necessitate a close look at
power, influence, boundary crossing, change, and exchange. Not only should
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we ask who is the occupier and who is occupied in such contexts, but also
who is constrained, who has power, who speaks, who listens, who is free to
leave the occupation at any time, who is forced to stay—or perhaps more colloquially, what occupational contexts situate some as mad, some as educated,
some as primitive, and some as loyal.
We in honors are always already a bit mad and educated, primitive and
loyal, but do we know when these traits are a blessing and when they are a
bane as we inevitably seek to push against boundaries and occupy more?
When we move into and occupy new scholarly conversations as well as new
social, cultural, and political domains, do we recognize how and when we are
welcome and how and when we are, instead, simply welcoming ourselves?
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hristopher Keller ends his essay “‘Mad and Educated, Primitive and
Loyal’: Comments on the Occupations of Honors” with a challenge:
“When we move into and occupy new scholarly conversations as well as new
social, cultural, and political domains, do we recognize how and when we are
welcome and how and when we are, instead, simply welcoming ourselves?”
This is not merely a rhetorical question. In September of 2020, the National
Collegiate Honors Council went on record in support of inclusion in enrollment management, admissions policies, and retention policies as well as the
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elimination of barriers to entrance and continued participation for members
of traditionally marginalized populations in honors, many of them members
of historically underserved minorities. The Task Force charged with articulating this vision asked itself a question similar to Keller’s: “As organizations
. . . advocate for the reexamination of test scores in a post-pandemic world,
can honors colleges and programs serve as locations for experimentation in
enrollment management? After all, honors has long been a space for pushing
boundaries and being creative about the educational journey” (Badenhausen
et al., 8).
The implicit promise to honors students of the twenty-first century represents a seismic shift from a set of admissions practices that have long been
exclusive rather than inclusive, more exclusive than the admissions criteria of
the institutions in which these programs are housed. Honors admissions has
historically been competitive, and honors programs and colleges have struggled to find analytics that will accurately predict student success in honors,
especially since glittering academic success at lower levels does not guarantee
much of anything beyond the first semester of the first college year. Marketing
honors as “value-added” necessitates erecting a boundary between the honors curriculum and the “regular” curriculum, so adding market value both
at initial admission and at graduation has usually included limiting access to
honors programs and colleges.
Higher education has lately been describing the struggle for inclusion as achieving a balance between “excellence” and “access,” but this very
dichotomy presupposes that college students who did not either achieve or
benefit from “excellence” in their K–12 journey will be forced to climb a wall
or swim across a river to gain access; when honors programs and colleges use
test scores, high school grades, and class ranking to determine who will be
granted asylum, we are—as Keller puts it—simply “welcoming ourselves.”
Honors must reimagine itself, as it has begun to do and as it has promised to
do, to create a path to student academic success that does not automatically
privilege those students who come to it from a privileged pre-college experience. Since barely half a century has passed since we desegrated our schools
de jure and we have not yet done it de facto, colleges and universities are still
primarily White Space. Until we can first own this truth and then work to
change it, honors will still be occupied by the white middle class, and students of color will need to be persuaded to take the risk of relocating from safe
space into this new and frightening neighborhood where few people look like
them and the welcome that is being extended could still prove to be hollow
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(Scott, 109ff). Honors programs seek diversity, but in truth we tend to practice assimilation.
In a seminal article published in January of 2015 in the journal Sociology of Race and Ethnicity, Yale University sociology professor Elijah Anderson
labeled for us what he called “the white space” in America: affluent suburban
neighborhoods, golf courses, cemeteries, Congress, and, as Martin Luther
King, Jr., had pungently pointed out some years before, most churches on
Sunday morning. King made this observation many times over the years.
Here is one of the earliest, from a 1960 interview on Meet the Press: “I think it
is one of the tragedies of our nation, one of the shameful tragedies, that eleven
o’clock on Sunday morning is one of the most segregated hours, if not the
most segregated hour, in Christian America.”
Anderson defines “white space” as “settings in which black people are
typically absent, not expected, or marginalized when present” and observes
that “white people usually avoid black space, but black people are required
to navigate the white space as a condition of their existence” (11). Anderson
describes White Space this way:
When present in the white space, blacks reflexively note the proportion of whites to blacks, or may look around for other blacks with
whom to commune if not bond, and then may adjust their comfort
level accordingly; when judging a setting as too white, they can feel
uneasy and consider it to be informally ‘off limits.’ For whites, however, the same settings are generally regarded as unremarkable, or as
normal, taken-for-granted reflections of civil society. (10)
Robin DiAngelo describes the same phenomenon in her runaway bestseller
White Fragility:
White people don’t think of themselves as having a racial identity.
They think their experience is universal and that the identity of
groups and consequently of identity politics is particular to their subculture. We don’t think of ourselves as a subculture and identify with
things like nationality, not ‘race.’ (2)
It took me years to learn that many of my students did not feel safe with
me simply because I was white. The power I already held over them as a professor was compounded by the fact that they were in my White Space even
though I didn’t see it as white space. I come from a three-generation family
history of social and political activism. My parents worked tirelessly for civil
rights from the 1930s through the 1970s. But that heritage did not allow me
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to assume that my students would be unafraid of me just because my classroom looked like safe space from where I was standing. Culturally responsive
teaching demands that we recognize that college classrooms in the United
States have for centuries been White Space in which students of color and
those from traditionally marginalized populations struggle to find themselves
represented in course materials and in school faculties.
Students of color often see themselves as strangers in honors programs
because they are strangers—strangers in a strange land, no less. Optics matter. Minority students will be more likely to see themselves as welcome if
there are more of them, and that means we should make them welcome by
reimagining ourselves with a longer table and a bigger tent. We need a philosophy of inclusion within programs that define themselves by exclusion and
where retention standards are based on White Space success—usually measured by GPA.
Understandably, university faculty—most of them white—are reluctant
to abandon curricular and instructional strategies based on the methodologies through which they built their own success as students—and then as
scholars—in White Space. Hence comes the persistence—not only across
the board but particularly in honors—of traditional pedagogies, course materials, and performance measures based on a literacy that was aggressively and
systematically denied to the enslaved. If our attitudes and behaviors convinced students that they came to college through the front door rather than
the kitchen, they might be more inclined to give honors education a chance.
As teachers, we need to become conscious of our unconscious bias. Because
I am white, I have a responsibility to own my own stereotypes and to act consciously in ways that do not confirm them. The stereotypes about me do not
limit my access or force me into respectability politics, so if I am going to use
my power for the greater good rather than just to exculpate myself, I need to
be aware of and respectful of my ability to harm others through ignorance or
disrespect or both. If we take the time to look in the mirror, perhaps it can be
repurposed as a window that shows us how our students see us rather than
how we see ourselves.
When I accepted my first job in 1972 at the University of Maryland—
Eastern Shore, a historically black institution, my students there simply
assumed that all their professors would be white. They did not expect to see
professors who looked like them and classmates who looked like me. Honors
students from underserved and marginalized populations rarely see themselves reflected in the designated intelligentsia of most universities. The paths
and the pipelines have been blocked for a long time, and it will take a lot of
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energy and time to grow into true diversity. In the meantime, the best we can
do is eradicate the remaining structural racism built into our recruiting and
admissions, our curricula, our retention systems, and our overarching vision
that honors programs are here to serve students who were already White
Space achievers before they came to us and who will seek graduate education almost immediately—hence our emphasis on training them as working
scholars rather than as lifelong learners.
Part of the answer may lie not in trying to bring students from underperforming school systems up to speed but in moving away from deficit-based
assignment design, such as academic essays, and moving toward asset-based
assignment design. The first assignment shown in Figure 1 tests skills that go
all the way back to ancient Greece and does not require that you know how
to write a documented research essay in impeccable Standard English. The
second assignment shows a classroom version of a real-life assignment that
requires both critical and creative thinking, asking students to write something other than a five-paragraph essay and to write it in their own voice.
Risk-aversion and neophobia, as well as “white fragility,” often impede
faculty who belong to the majority culture from challenging the established
European and colonial European canon in course materials, assignments, and
assessments of student learning. Honors faculty may be especially reluctant
to deviate from the canon because they see themselves as preparing their students to succeed in graduate study within that very canon. Furthermore, a
toxic misperception persists—in and outside of honors—that students from
marginalized and historically underrepresented populations need remediation to attain excellence. These students often share this belief, impeding their
success.
At the University of Baltimore, where we serve a nontraditional student population that is widely diverse in age, ethnicity, and level of college
preparation, we use problem-solving approaches and less orthodox teaching strategies, such as Difficult Encounters and Place as Text, along with
artifact-based assignment design and assessment, enabling these students
to experience immediate academic success while at the same time aligning
their skills in conventional measures of academic prowess, such as logical reasoning and argumentative writing, with white middle-class standards. What
many universities see as remediation, we see as working in the zone of proximal development until our students feel secure in the White Space, secure
enough to feel confident they will be able to make the transition to the White
Space world of White Space work (see Figure 2).
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However, this track record of student success requires faculty to abandon the perception that students are like them but with deficits and instead
to embrace a perception that students have their own assets which they can
employ to demonstrate learning. Only then can faculty become less risk-averse
about assigning only measures of learning on which they themselves excel.
Faculty can also be taught to measure outstanding academic performance by

Figure 1.	Examples of Asset-Based Assignment Design

Collect arguments by analogy that are being used to attempt to explain COVID-19 to people who are unfamiliar with methods of disease prevention that predate the widespread use
of contemporary pharmaceuticals. Analyze the arguments for accuracy. Indicate whether
or not you think the analogy is sound and whether you find the argument persuasive. Will
others be persuaded?

She was my
best friend,
but the
bottle was
hers.

Write a therapeutic autobiography. This may be real or fictional. To go with it, create a musical autobiography, a visual autobiography, and a biopoem.
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assigning artifacts other than research papers—original, real-world measures
of learning. Once they realize that they can apply conventional measures of
evaluating excellence even to unfamiliar artifacts—such as slideshows, videos, museum exhibits, posters, and proposals—faculty find them surprisingly
easy to judge with confidence and comfort. If faculty are willing to take a deep
dive into their own thinking and try venturing out of their comfort zone, even
honors faculty may learn ways to create learning space that is not based on
dominant-culture assumptions and into which all students may be safely
welcomed and in which members of marginalized groups do not feel like
strangers pressured into respectability politics just to be accepted, let alone
respected.
In the summer of 2020, at the convergence of the three social crises noted
by Keller, and just as he predicted, the Maryland Collegiate Honors Council
decided that the theme of its February 2021 conference would be “In Honors
. . . Black Lives Matter.” In addition to issuing a call for student scholarship and
undergraduate research, we asked for creative projects and memoirs. We asked
students to come share their experiences with us. Our Student Engagement
Team put together three Black Lives Matter panels comprising students from
colleges across the state, and these were our plenaries. Our keynote presentation was a diverse panel of honors directors of color from across the state. The
student panels addressed implicit bias in academia, in law enforcement, and
in health care. The faculty members talked about their experiences with both

Figure 2.	The Zone of Proximal Development
Can’t Do Even if Guided
Can Do if Guided

Can Do Independently
Zone of Proximal Development
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implicit and explicit bias, tokenism, discrimination, and social expectations.
Everyone in the audience made it clear that we were there not to argue but
to listen. The conference was transformative because everyone who attended
was on the same footing, was there to learn, and was sufficiently comfortable
to express frustrations and pains. One of honors’ most permeable boundaries
is that between faculty and students.
The real attraction of honors to students of color and others from marginalized groups is that they are empowered as young scholars in a learner-centric
space, free to express academic doubt and personal anxiety; they will be free
to engage with ideas and earn the respect of teachers they can challenge and
free to challenge their teachers as well as their peers. To convince them to
take the risk, honors faculty and students need to reach out to these students
to “occupy” their “hearts and minds” and make them feel safe to come inside.
It falls to our academic leaders in honors programs and colleges—faculty,
staff, and students—to create honors cultures on our campuses that are truly
hospitable and that welcome new ideas, new people, and learning without
boundaries. When we have re-engineered honors from White Space into
Community Space, when it is just Honors Space, then we will have honorably
achieved inclusion.
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Sure, all men are created equal
Here’s the church, here’s the steeple
Please stay tuned, we cut to sequel
Ashes to ashes, we all fall down
—R.E.M., “Bad Day” (2003)

hen we recite truisms like “all men are created equal,” it is hard not
to convey the deep sense of irony that Michael Stipe reveals in “Bad
Day”: the disjunction between the abstraction and the lived reality of that
aphorism. The triplicate crises of 2020—public health, social protest, and
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dire economic straits—have brought our country’s inequalities into sharper
and starker relief. As Christopher Keller points out in his essay “‘Mad and
Educated, Primitive and Loyal,’” these crises present a set of challenges to
honors education. As Keller indicates, we need to ask to what extent honors
education should engage with political and social justice and with how much
it should occupy or be occupied. These questions are fundamental to maintaining interest in and connection with the lived experience of our students
just as the current crises are central to the development and sustainability of
honors programs. While we may believe that honors can choose to engage
with political and social justice, honors education has always and inevitably
been deeply political. We may pledge ourselves to the idea that “all men are
created equal,” but we are pantomiming a children’s game if we believe or act
as though this statement were true in honors programs.
Honors programs in the United States have often created a de facto segregated system within an institution. At the secondary level, we recognize the
obvious racial disparity in honors classrooms throughout the country. The
system of racialized tracking created intra-school segregation and was “born
from the resistance to the desegregation of schools by race” (Francis and Darity, Jr., 187). Racialized tracking not only creates disparities at the secondary
level but often exacerbates them by funneling Black and brown students into
remedial courses. Since Brown v. Brown mandated school integration, honors programs became a way to use racialized tracking to continue the “illegal
practice of racial segregation . . . through legal means” (McCardle 12).
Collegiate honors programs are not immune from these forces. We
inherit the system of racialized tracking from high schools, so students who
apply to college honors programs are likely to be Asian or white and affluent.
In “Creating a Profile of an Honors Student,” Andrew J. Cognard-Black and
Art L. Spisak’s profile details a student with “a strong academic background in
high school, drawn disproportionately from Asian, white, and higher socioeconomic family backgrounds, and motivated in some greater measure by the
desire for status and prestige” (149). These honors students benefit from further privileges in honors programs—such as early registration, professional
resources, and special lounges and rooms—that further isolate and insulate
them from the general population left behind in segregated secondary honors
programs. While collegiate honors programs do not have the specific history
of segregation found in secondary honors programs, they remain embedded
within the systemic racism of the university at large, as we can see, for instance,
in how students are admitted into an honors college: via the front door (upon
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admission); the side door (transfer student); or back door (identified by GPA
during or after the first year of course work). In “Stratification with Honors,”
Amy E. Stich argues that the three doors “sort and separate students within
the Honors College, providing them with differential access to information,
types of knowledge, financial supports, and engagement” (11).
Given that history, honors programs have always been deeply political.
If we decide to rise to the occasion of the triple national crises that present
themselves, I have three suggestions for thinking about the role of honors
programs and honors education.

reckon with the history of honors education
Honors programs and colleges, like many institutions affiliated with
merit, hard work, or ability, have often been blind to the myth of meritocracy.
Meritocracy has often served as a code word for racial, gender, sexual, and
disabled exclusion. While honors programs and colleges may not have been
racist, sexist, or oppressive in their intention, they are embedded in a series
of oppressive systems and shaped by unexamined assumptions about merit.
To understand these assumptions, honors programs and colleges need
to look not only at the history of their programs but at the field as a whole
in order to revisit the conceptualization of honors education as a method of
exclusion, often while proclaiming the importance of inclusion. For example,
we know that honors education at a secondary level was based in and perpetuates racial and economic segregation, so we need to examine how collegiate
honors responded and continues to respond to that fact, exacerbating the
various disparities in high school honors by proclaiming themselves exclusively merit-based. This examination must be done before honors programs
can determine what they can offer to political or social justice projects; our
own house must be put in order first.

resist the urge to center honors education
Honors education is like Ahab in Moby Dick: everywhere it looks, it sees
itself. Instead of asking the question “What can honors offer Black Lives Matter?,” we must focus on the question “What can honors learn from Black
Lives Matter?” Honors needs to stop allowing itself the privileged position
of knowledge that it has often been granted inside and outside of the academy. Privilege often blinds us to what is happening in political or social justice
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spaces and to ways we can engage with these issues. Honors education should
proceed not as a savior but as a student. University engagement, via service
learning or community service, has often been colonialist in its approach: we
have come here to offer our assistance, and we expect those we are serving to
be grateful that we have decided to do so. All too often, community engagement focuses on the privileging of students, programs, or universities instead
of viewing communities as partners in this process. We should take the time
to learn from those engaged in social and political struggles and to use that
knowledge in our classrooms and community.

listen to students—
especially those not admitted to honors
Finally, we should listen to our students, especially those who have not
been admitted to honors. Admittance into honors programs, typically based
on standardized testing, grades, AP classes, and letters of recommendations,
is often a codification of white middle-class privileges and behaviors. When
we hear our students of color say that their peers told them they were “acting white” by being an honors student, we should avoid a racist assumption
that communities of color do not value academic success. Instead, we should
understand, as sociologist Karolyn Tyson et al. point out, that such peer pressure only exists when racialized tracking itself exists in the school system
(582). The codification of “honors-ness” as a set of privileged behaviors and
assumptions excludes many potential honors students from even considering
applying. We should revisit such lost conversations by asking students essential questions beyond “Why do you want to be an honors student?,” instead
asking “Why would you never consider being an honors student?” and “What
are the barriers—internal to honors or to the university—that prevent you
from thinking of yourself as an honors student?” Only then can honors determine how best to minimize or remove the barriers.
I will conclude by returning to R.E.M. and “Bad Day.” Irony reveals that
we often say or believe things that we refuse to act on. We may believe in the
democratic process and say we operate under systems of equality and equity,
but if we erect barriers to entry—or pretend such barriers do not exist—then
we do not really believe in such vaunted values. If honors is honest about its
political history and its desire to move forward in the full spirit of equality and
equity, the current crises present an opportunity to begin anew.
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Two brief examples reveal how I am thinking about these issues at my
institution. I am one of the coordinators of the GSU Prison Education Project, which offers college courses to incarcerated men and women throughout
the state. Currently, I am working to offer honors classes to these students as
part of a pilot program. My students at the prison are far from traditional honors students; however, their GPAs are higher than the average among honors
students at my institution, and their coursework is often at the upper-division
or graduate level in depth and complexity. Barriers prevent them from being
honors students just as other barriers exclude many potential honors students.
Another area I would like to work on is accessibility. Honors education
has often codified and embedded ableism in our courses from the workload
to how we teach. I have had numerous students in my classes who were light
years ahead of other students in the class but who had social anxiety or exhibited behaviors that are not typical of the average honors student. I would like
to work on welcoming more of these students as honors students by providing a more inclusive and welcoming environment in which the concept of
“normal” does not exist and the exceptional is always possible.
Honors, like much of higher education, is always at a crossroads. We
are always under threat from budget cuts, calls for career-based education,
and politicalized pressure from state and local governments. We should not
use this threat as an opportunity to close our borders. Our students are living, working, learning, and dying; we cannot, in this time of triple crises, let
them down. For honors to be relevant, it must engage honestly in the difficult political work that is required in a democratic institution like a university.
Otherwise, we are showing our students the church and steeple, but with the
demos inside missing or silent.
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ith not quite three years in the role of honors director, I am a relative
newcomer to the honors community. Like many who travel to a new
land, I have spent time observing my surroundings, trying to learn what I can
about the norms and prevailing perspectives in this culture. After attending
the NCHC conference several times, I have been struck by how much energy
seems to be poured into the gatekeeping aspect of honors. Questions such as
who is admitted to honors, who graduates with honors, and whether honors
should serve campus broadly or only an elite few were the focus of many panels I attended. Asking “Who belongs in honors?” implies that some do not
belong. The boundary is both intentional and unavoidable.
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This notion of gatekeeping is also present in the questions presented by
Keller in the lead essay for this Forum on the Boundaries of Honors. Keller is
specifically asking us to consider the boundaries of our scholarship, whether
our work in honors should remain focused inside the walls of honors or we
are “free to let honors roam and occupy any territories we wish.” If we let
ourselves roam, he wonders how this freedom might change honors and the
places into which we roam. I needed to reread this essay and the call for forum
submissions several times to make sure I was understanding the questions
being asked. I kept coming back to one of the questions presented in the call
for submissions: does honors have “any business impinging on social movements and issues outside its domain?” I struggled to grasp how we could have
a meaningful discussion on this topic if there are leaders in this community
who believe the answer is “no.” The question presupposes social movements
that are outside the domain of honors. If such movements exist, then it is
painfully clear whom the gatekeeping function of honors seeks to keep out.
The most pressing social movements of this time undoubtedly address the
needs of black and brown students. To suggest that these movements might
be outside the domain of honors is one of the most blatant examples of white
supremacy I have observed in this new culture in which I find myself.
When I announced my decision to take the role of honors program director at my university, some friends and colleagues chided me for moving into a
role designed to serve the elite and most advantaged students on my campus,
yet I chose the role because I had long admired our honors program as a place
focused on student growth and development through high-impact engagement practices. The essence of honors to me is about using deep reflection
to break down boundaries that block understanding of self and others. To
gain cultural competence, students in our program are asked to engage in
self-reflection on their own cultural biases and perspectives before seeking
to understand those who see the world differently. Perhaps I was naïve when
I embarked on my journey, but I was expecting to find the same quality of
reflection within the broader honors community. I hoped to be exposed to
meaningful pedagogies that embrace critical thinking and reflection, that seek
to prepare students to move beyond narrow understandings of their own lived
experiences. I did not expect to find so much focus on how to create isolated
communities of learning. When attending my first NCHC conference, the
idea of an honors-only building that contains both exclusive dormitory space
and classrooms baffled me. These arrangements seem to elevate and protect a
select few from the reality in which all live. I struggle to understand the point
of honors if not to prepare students to engage in the world as it actually is.
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As I continued to make sense of honors culture, I was pleased to find
that the monograph Occupy Honors Education (2017) sought to address the
problematic aspects of the gatekeeping function of honors. Contributors
Dziesinski et al. (2017) write,
Honors programs have an obligation to take a stand regarding social
inequalities and are doing so whether they realize it or not. Programs
that attempt to remain neutral, insisting that their curriculum and
objectives are focused on helping all students achieve their highest
academic potentials independent of any social bias or judgment,
are missing the point. To the degree that programs do not actively
challenge the social norms of privilege tied to honors, they are tacitly supporting the status quo that makes honors a privilege for the
privileged. (pp. 84–85)
Several other contributors to this monograph speak to the concerns I was
having about the exclusionary culture of honors. Their work makes a compelling argument that there is no neutral and that to continue trying to justify
one reveals what is valued. The topic of this forum makes me fear that no one
was listening to the arguments presented in the 2017 monograph. In 2021, we
are still obsessed with the boundaries of honors.
Asking if honors has anything to offer the Black Lives Matter movement
is evidence of how deeply Whiteness is woven into honors culture. To view
such social movements as outside our academic boundaries is the essence of
white supremacy at work in education. In their contribution to Occupy Honors
Education (2017), Coleman issued the call that honors must embrace social
justice as a core part of our mission. Keller’s treatment of Coleman’s stance is
dismissive at best, yet well before the events of 2020, Coleman recognized the
way the boundaries of honors were forcing us to travel in circles, never making meaningful change toward stated goals of diversity, equity, and inclusion.
Patton and Haynes (2020) argue in their powerful piece “Dear White People: Reimagining Whiteness In the Struggle for Racial Equity,” “Reimagining
Whiteness requires seeing yourself as fully capable of responding to racial
inequity and engaging other White people in this process as a non-negotiable
imperative” (p. 42). The work is non-negotiable, yet honors is still deep in
negotiations.
If I move beyond my confusion and frustration regarding why the
questions presented in this forum are still being asked, I can find only one
justification for why we might decide honors does not have any business
influencing the world outside itself. Clearly, until we sort ourselves out and
29

White

stop moving in circles, we have the potential to do more harm if we attempt to
influence beyond the borders we established. If members of this community
are still questioning why issues of social justice are relevant to honors education, then, by all means, do not cross the boundary but rather sit inside the
protective walls constructed and consider why it is so comfortable in there.
Until we are willing to do the difficult reflective work of unpacking why
boundaries in honors seem important, we can offer little beyond our borders.
If the honors community continues to obsess over the caretaking and gatekeeping of boundaries, all the conference sessions, monographs, and forums
on equity and inclusion are nothing more than what Saad (2020) calls “optical
allyship,” or the kind of efforts that lack any real intent to dismantle systems of
oppression. We must stop theorizing about the appropriateness of boundaries and begin removing them.
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R

uminating on Christopher Keller’s wide-ranging and thought-provoking
lead essay for this forum, an image—a memory—keeps coming to mind,
an image that would at first blush seem to have nothing to do with the sundry
topics at hand. The image is a student’s face. The student, whom I remember well, was enrolled in the honors program at a four-year university in the
buckle of the Bible belt; he was a conservative Evangelical and a young-Earth
creationist; I was the director of the program and one of three professors
team-teaching a course in which the student had enrolled and for which On
the Origin of Species was the core text. My academic training is in philosophy
with a particular focus on religion and morality, and my co-teachers were a
biologist and an anthropologist. Our goal in the course was to help students
understand the evidence for biological evolution and think through the
implications of Darwinism (or rather, neo-Darwinism) for numerous areas
of human concern.
The student simply would not get it.
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Most readers of this essay know the feeling well. A magnificent course
has been created: the syllabus is well thought-out, the readings and other
assignments are fascinating, the PowerPoint slides are few but brilliant, the
professors are engaging, the students have lively minds and make interesting observations, you’ve just made a particularly compelling point, and . . .
that one guy just won’t get it. The problem, to be clear, is not that the student
disagrees with some proposition that has been asserted, nor that the student
holds a false belief concerning some point of information or other. The problem is that the student seems unwilling to see that a point of view on the matter
other than their own is even possible, let alone worthy of consideration.
Further complicating my situation were extracurricular considerations.
The student’s parents, who shared his religious convictions, were friends of
mine. They knew that I did not agree with all their religious views, but they
were my friends, and it was easy to imagine our relationship being damaged if
I pushed their son too hard to reconsider ideas their whole family held dear. I
pushed anyway. I felt I had to. It was my job. As a professor and as the director
of an honors program, I had a professional duty to attempt to get the student
to understand alternative perspectives. Perhaps he would never become persuaded to change his mind; perhaps he would never even become sympathetic
toward a different point of view. Nonetheless, I needed to do what I could to
get him to question his own perspective and consider others.
There is good reason for such questioning, of course; while public institutions of higher education may have missions that differ from each other in
some respects, their fundamental raison d’être is to cultivate citizens who possess the skills necessary to flourish in a pluralistic, democratic republic and
contribute to the common good. (I am speaking here of public institutions
in nations relevantly similar to the United States. My comments would not
necessarily apply to a private college with a radically different mission or to a
public university in a non-pluralistic or nondemocratic society.) Among these
skills is the frequently ill-defined cluster of abilities we call “critical thinking.”
A public college or university that does not intend for its graduates to be able
to weigh and evaluate evidence, to engage in critical self-reflection, to ask good
questions, or to be skilled at assessing the pros and cons of various answers
to those questions is not doing its job. The same goes for the professors who
teach at that institution. After all, whether we define the common good in
purely pragmatic terms as that which enables as many people as possible to
get what they want or in the loftier theoretical language of justice and human
flourishing, we cannot hope to achieve it in the absence of a citizenry—or at
least a critical mass of citizens—that thinks clearly and deeply and well; this
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is what colleges and universities are for, and, ipso facto, it is what honors programs and honors colleges are for, too.
If I am correct, however, then we honors educators, qua educators, must
be cautious with respect to the forms of advocacy in which we engage and
which we endorse. Do not misunderstand me; qua private citizens, each of
us is and should be free to advocate for whatever the law permits (including
changing what the law permits), but when we speak in our capacity as professors and administrators, we simply must be more circumspect. We are
scrupulous not because we shy away from or are indifferent to the demands
of justice, but rather because we recognize that a just and healthy society will
be one in which there is a place for sincere questioning, where assumptions
are challenged and ideas critiqued without fear of censure or reprisal, and we
recognize that our nation’s colleges and universities are that place. We are the
people entrusted with ensuring that ideas—ideas we reject as well as ideas we
endorse—are expressed with clarity and in their strongest forms and that they
are critiqued with the same degree of rigor.
I worry, when I look at honors education (and American higher education more broadly) through the lens of the many questions Keller has raised
and on which the editors of JNCHC have exhorted us to reflect, that we are in
danger of failing in our stewardship. An admirable and even noble passion for
justice and advocating for the marginalized too frequently becomes a myopic approach to issues that are genuinely complex and difficult. We become
dogmatists. We approach contentious matters with the same mindset as my
young-Earth creationist student: confident that our take on a disputed question is uniquely correct, unable to articulate any rationale why someone might
in good faith hold a different view, and unwilling to subject our own assumptions to the same process of critical interrogation we apply to others’. Many of
those who would have us approach honors education “in the manner of the
Occupy Movement” seem not to recognize that the Occupy mindset itself is
open to question: the hermeneutics of suspicion may and should be applied to
the critical stance as well as to the status quo, and there are contexts in which
the critical stance is the status quo. Assumptions about imbalances of power
and our own rectitude in redressing those imbalances cannot be held sacrosanct, at least not when we address them in our capacity as educators. We need
to ensure that honors is and remains a place where uncomfortable questions
can be asked and squarely addressed, where few, if any, questions and ideas are
ruled out-of-bounds.
The present forum focuses explicitly on the notion of boundaries, so let me
take the preceding idea a step further and submit that the push toward overt
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advocacy on behalf of various causes and the concomitant tendency to treat
criticism of those causes as beyond the pale violate a boundary that should be
respected while establishing a boundary that ought not exist. To be an advocate for a cause is to treat it, on some level, as a settled matter, a nonnegotiable
commitment. Once again, however, a free society needs contexts—such as the
public college classroom and a fortiori the public honors college classroom—in
which ideas can be discussed and questions raised without the correct answers
having been predetermined. Advocacy per se cannot accept these terms. Thus,
there must be a boundary between the work of the pedagogue and the work
of the advocate. For the same reason, and as noted above, there must be few, if
any, boundaries concerning which ideas are up for debate at a public college,
but the advocate cannot endorse the absence of these latter boundaries any
more than they can endorse the presence of the former.
Now, none of the above should be read as suggesting that no questions
may ever be treated as settled in any collegiate context nor that dogmatism
is always inappropriate in higher education. Frequently, the very nature of a
college course will require that some ideas be treated as nonnegotiable. Chemistry professors, for example, are entitled in the context of their chemistry
courses to make philosophical assumptions about the reality of the physical
world and the reliability of the laws of nature. The college community as a
whole may—indeed, should—be dogmatic about the fundamental equality
of all of its members, denying the legitimacy of overtly racist and sexist attitudes that refuse to acknowledge some members of the community as genuine
peers. Commitments of these sorts, derived as they are from institutional missions, are perfectly appropriate and do not count as “advocacy” of the sort I am
concerned with here.
Furthermore, even within the context of an academic honors program,
there will be opportunities to support causes and policies for which overt institutional advocacy would be inappropriate. Consider, for example, admissions
criteria. Every honors program and college must use some criterion or other
for evaluating applications, and it is compatible with everything I have argued
here to advocate, in the name of equity and social justice, for test-blind admissions policies, or for prioritizing class rank over other considerations, or for
revising essay scoring rubrics to minimize the effects of racial bias, and so on.
Indeed, we may go well beyond advocacy and into honest-to-goodness implementation of such policies. In practice, in other words, what I am advocating
is a clear delineation of the different roles we play. What may be appropriate behavior for me qua dean may not be appropriate for me qua classroom
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instructor. What may be appropriate or even necessary for me qua professor
may not be desirable or even possible for me qua private citizen.
Before I close, let me share another anecdote about an encounter with a
student. This one took place during the COVID pandemic in the wake of the
murder of George Floyd. I was leading an extracurricular reading group for
students and faculty at a community college in the Great Lakes region. We
were discussing Richard Rothstein’s The Color of Law, which details many of
the ways that twentieth-century government policies overtly and intentionally
imposed segregation on the United States, always to the detriment of people of
color. We had what I took to be an uplifting and interesting conversation about
public policy proposals (see chapter 12 of Rothstein’s book) that might help
the United States move toward racial equity and greater integration. Later that
day, I received an email from one of the participating students informing me
that she would no longer be attending our meetings. The reason, in a nutshell,
was that she had serious reservations about the merits and justice of some of
the ideas we had discussed, but she did not feel that there was genuine freedom for her to ask her questions or raise criticisms of “the party line.” Fairly
or unfairly, she saw in me and my colleagues that same trait I lamented in the
young-Earth creationist above: we just didn’t get it. The problem was not that
we disagreed with some particular proposition, nor that we were in error about
a point of information, but that we gave the impression of being unwilling to
see that a point of view on the matter other than our own was even possible, let
alone worthy of consideration.
I think about that email a lot. I would like to believe that the student misinterpreted something. Maybe she did. But that is not really relevant. My goal,
moving forward, is to ensure that this impression of a “party line” is not given
again—not in my discussion groups or classes, anyway. We should all want to
live in a society with greater racial equity, but we should also want to live in a
society where college administrators and professors encourage their students
to ask uncomfortable questions and challenge the conventional wisdom . . .
even when it is ours. These goals are not incompatible. We can and must do
both, by recognizing the differences between the roles each of us occupies,
between what properly may occupy us as individual citizens and the responsibilities we hold in our occupations as educators.
________________________________________________________
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C

hristopher Keller’s thought-provoking lead essay brings to our attention
some of the many challenges that honors education faces as it attempts
to situate itself and its place in higher education in the wake (or in the midst)
of the COVID pandemic, social and racial injustices, and economic upheavals. Combined with the Trump Administration’s sinfully slow preparedness
against a global pandemic as well as the infrastructural failures in Texas during the recent storms in the winter of 2021 that ravaged much of the state,
the need for competent, service-minded professionals is painfully apparent.
Added to these difficulties, we also experienced an attempted coup on January
6, 2021, when the United States Capitol was stormed by rabid supporters of
President Trump. The events of January 6 demonstrate some of the systemic
failings of education in the United States in that thousands of insurrectionists
could not tell truth from lies, conspiracies from fact.
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Through a series of rhetorical questions centered on three key readings,
Keller opens a path for us to consider the importance of honors from various
angles. I am particularly struck by his articulation of the concept of occupation as demonstrated in the following:
As I flesh out the distinction, I hope to raise questions and conversations about the “occupation of honors,” that is, about why and how
honors scholarship enters into and occupies conversations and arguments (especially those related to crises and events) in ways that are
productive and beneficial, problematic and damaging, or perhaps
even benign and unnecessary.
I intend not to analyze or interrogate Keller’s questioning but rather to
expand upon the nuances of his overall thesis and explore a path he has
opened. Keller’s essay led me to rethink and reconsider some key concepts as
we apply them to honors: specifically, the intellectual’s role in academe as well
as society. As context for this concept, I want to further open up the meaning
of “occupation” and to unfold the division in which we find ourselves when
discussing education writ large. I am interested in exploring and expanding
the boundaries by which honors is defined and defines itself.
What concerns me is a possible perception of the insularity and elitism
of honors. My criticism of honors is not with its practice nor with its basic
philosophy of and appreciation for interdisciplinary education. Honors has
enriched educational practices and theory in immeasurable ways. What we
do undoubtedly adds value to the educational experiences of students, faculty, staff, and institutions. Instead, I am critical of our slowness to share these
achievements on a larger stage, to join a bigger conversation beyond honors.
That conversation should not be limited to educational theory and practices. I suggest that in addition we pivot our focus toward more public-facing
outcomes and that we work to solve real-world challenges through greater
collaboration with non-honors entities. We may begin by rethinking the role
of students and their place in society beyond honors communities. Moreover,
since the very concept of honors can be perceived broadly as elitist and exclusive, it may be time to rethink our use of the word “honors” itself.
The social function of the student in contemporary higher education has
changed dramatically over the past several decades. With funding for public education slashed and the general cost of higher education skyrocketing,
we have seen a shift in the emphasis of education toward a more utilitarian,
skills-centered approach. Educational theory and practice today emphasize
job readiness and the mastery (whatever that means) of key competencies.
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There is nothing wrong with this trend as long as we also hold onto the big
picture: education ought to be about the role each of us plays as a global
citizen in an increasingly complex world. We ought to be engaged in the everevolving construction and stewardship of the social contract, and our roles as
educators and students should reflect this commitment. In the section “The
Intellectuals” from his Prison Notebooks, Antonio Gramsci makes the following declaration: “All men are intellectuals, one could therefore say: but
not all men have in society the function of intellectuals” (9). Like Gramsci’s
intellectual, the function of the student, as well as that of teachers, administrators, and professional organizations, continues to change, and not always
for the better. Career readiness and reliance on a skills-based set of outcomes
typically determine the how and the why of higher education, and with the
rise of specialization in the disciplines and the decline of the humanities, we
have failed in our basic charge: to educate. Instead, we are in the business of
training specialists and future technocrats. I am not suggesting that honors
education plays the role, quite the opposite. Although honors has increasingly
made room for STEM and pre-professional disciplines that call for specialization in their philosophy and practice, we are still engaged with the world
of ideas and practice. What I am suggesting here is that we do not promote
this world of ideas widely enough. Honors, like higher education across the
board, needs to re-envision the student, but it also must adhere to its basic set
of principles: e.g., close reading of primary sources; small, discussion-based
classes; undergraduate research; and above all, interdisciplinarity.
Following Gramsci’s lead, Edward W. Said believes that the true ability to
bring about change in the world rests on the shoulders of public intellectuals
and not on academics as such. The United States has always distrusted such
figures, even viewing them with contempt, as displayed by the media and by
some academic intellectuals themselves. Likewise, at nearly every recruiting
event I hold for my honors college, I am met with reluctance on the part of
candidates to engage and join honors. The two most frequent reasons that
potential students give are that honors is “more work” and that they do not
view themselves as “honors” material, despite undertaking challenging curricula in high school and engaging in a variety of extracurricular activities.
We need to do a better job of explaining to the outside world exactly what
honors does and why. Frank Bruni’s 2015 New York Times op-ed column titled
“A Prudent College Path” is a resonant example of the fine line honors occupies between exclusivity and inclusivity. We must strive to occupy a larger
space in the public imagination and sluff off a perceived aura of elitism that
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articles like Bruni’s make. Honors programs and colleges would do well to
stop promoting themselves as providing a private college experience at public colleges and universities. Instead, let us be the thinktanks of institutions
and double down on the conception of honors classrooms as pedagogical and
scholarly laboratories.
Honors is the locus where interdisciplinarity and emphasis on civic
engagement come together. I call on us to resist the momentum toward
specialization and professionalism and to reembrace a life of the mind that
intellectuals like Hannah Arendt and Simone Weil embody. I am not arguing, however, for a return to traditional education where we celebrate the life
of the mind for only the privileged few; the traditional role of the university
is filled with potholes of privilege. As bell hooks reminds us, “If we examine
the traditional role of the university in the pursuit of truth and the sharing of
knowledge and information, it is painfully clear that biases that uphold and
maintain white supremacy, imperialism, sexism, and racism have distorted
education so that it is no longer about the practice of freedom” (29). We can
engage in the pursuit of freedom and the sharing of knowledge and information while at the same time expanding our reach to those we have historically
neglected. This reach should include working with non-honors audiences
whenever possible.
Just as many of us resist the pull toward the professionalization of honors,
we should also resist the hyper-specialization of the disciplines. Edward W.
Said argues in Representations of the Intellectual that “Specialization means losing sight of the raw effort of constructing either art or knowledge; as a result
you cannot view knowledge and art as choices and decisions, commitments
and alignments, but only in terms of impersonal theories or methodologies”
(77). When we come from different disciplines, what we learn from each other
is often an enriching and thought-provoking experience. What we take away
from the work of honors enables us to become more attuned to and mindful
of the world around us. Said goes on to state that “Specialization also kills
your sense of excitement and discovery, both of which are irreducibly present
in the intellectual’s makeup” (77). Placing more emphasis on the training of
our students as potential public intellectuals—as young scholars working to
solve problems that require an interdisciplinary perspective—could go a long
way toward occupying a larger space. Honors can take a greater lead in this
type of educational practice, tying it more deliberately to national fellowships
and community engagements that are mapped onto classroom experiences
and thesis projects.
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In her book Death of a Discipline, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak examines
the existential crisis literary studies, particularly the field of comparative
literature, has been undergoing. Spivak’s argument is a call for increased collaboration among the disciplines, a renewed commitment to the “crossing of
borders.” Through this collaboration, Spivak argues, comparative literature
will be able to reinvent itself and transform area studies. Spivak points here
toward a possible model for honors to follow. She does not claim that comparative literature is a dying discipline, just as I make no such claim about honors,
but she does point toward a way for comparative literature to evolve, reverse a
shrinking student body, remain current, and stay relevant. The conversations
taking place in honors for the better part of the last decade resemble those
that took part in comparative literature two decades ago—conversations that
are at times uncomfortable but necessary if we are to evolve.
My argument rests on the hypothesis that if we remain insular, we may
find ourselves fighting against an even stronger perceived elitism We must
look beyond our own backyards and engage with the wider world, both in
academe and beyond, if we are to remain relevant. We must seek to expand
our intellectual and social affiliations. A first step would be for NCHC to
work more closely with the regions, providing a more united front against the
perceived elitism that has been associated with honors. Greater community
outreach, events that are more open to outside audiences, and conferences
with a sense of community and social justice, such as the Maryland Collegiate
Honors Council’s 2021 conference with the theme “Black Lives Matter” or
the NRHC’s past conference activities in service learning, are opportunities
on which we should capitalize. Emily Walshe’s groundbreaking bibliometric study in a recent JNCHC (vol. 21, no. 1) is another step toward engaging
with the world outside honors: this study is a watershed moment for thinking
about how honors scholarship is perceived both inside and outside our communities and how we might occupy a more global space.
Honors cannot afford to play the same territorial games that the disciplines currently play. We have witnessed the drastic decline of the humanities
in favor of specialization and professionalism in higher education, and we are
the poorer for it. Let us construct a new narrative, with education writ large,
about what it means to live the life of the mind in our contemporary world.
Returning to Gramsci, I argue that we should also reexamine the social function of our students and faculty in honors, rethink the formation of the student
through an honors lens, and share that philosophy and practice widely without the constraints of boundaries. Let us occupy, in the most holistic sense
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possible, a place where the life of the mind can be valued and contribute our
own change to an ever-changing world.
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n the lead essay in this forum, Christopher Keller explores the many
valences of honors as an occupation. The major through line of his article
considers the nature, limits, and potential consequences of understanding
honors as a kind of liquid territory that crosses boundaries “to occupy the
social, cultural, political, and economic conversations that shape lives and
transform communities.”
Keller’s essay primarily considers honors as a territory whereas I will consider it as a form of practice. I consider these meanings inextricably linked in
the sense that the professional practice of honors is framed by and, in some
sense, reflects and reifies the epistemic paradigms, value systems, and professional categorizations of the larger organizational territory in which it is
situated, which is the academy as traditionally conceived. I suggest that if
honors hopes to transform the territory of the academy—to occupy it in the
agential sense suggested by Stoller (2017)—it must begin by transforming
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itself. As Audre Lorde more succinctly puts it, the master’s tools will never
dismantle the master’s house (Lorde, 2003).

honors and the third space
In his article, Keller explores the role of scholarship in advancing and
sustaining occupational change. He asks us to consider not only the balance between the depth and breadth of our scholarly engagements but also
the potential limits of honors scholarship. At the center of this exploration
is an assumption about the nature of expertise in honors that merits further
attention.
Expertise can be defined as specialist craft or knowledge that is cultivated
by an individual. Although expert status is often assumed to be conferred by
demonstrating expertise, the status of an expert is directly dependent on the
social, political, and epistemic contexts in which expertise is situated (Grundmann, 2017). One becomes an expert not by demonstrating expertise but
by demonstrating a legitimated form of expertise in a particular sociopolitical context. In almost all colleges and universities in the U.S., this context is
shaped by the legacy of Positivism, which views expertise as the production
of theoretically or mathematically rigorous knowledge vetted through disciplinary peer review processes (Schön, 1983, 1995; Frodeman, 2014; Stoller,
2020). Expert status is, then, conferred only though the mechanism of tenure,
which supposedly guarantees that the individual has demonstrated the right
form of expertise as determined by previously legitimated experts.
This epistemic imaginary provides the basis for the binary framing of
labor in the academy, which is split between the so-called “academic” and
“non-academic” domains (Fulton, 2003; Deem et al., 2007; Kogan and Teichler, 2007; Whitchurch, 2010). The former is devoted to the production and
dissemination of “legitimate” (i.e., disciplinary) knowledge and is, therefore,
the only domain in which one can gain expert status. On the other hand, the
labor within the “non-academic” domain, which includes virtually all other
institutional functions, is rendered non-theoretical and non-intellectual.
This binary explains why many universities classify honors colleges and
programs as “non-academic” versus the degree-granting “academic” units of,
for instance, business, arts and sciences, and engineering, even though the
professionals in those colleges and programs carry the same credentials, teach
similar course loads within internal honors curricula, and publish equivalent
research. This binary also is also implicitly at work in Smith’s comprehensive
study of the professionalization of honors (Smith, 2020). Smith argues that
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for honors to gain a legitimate professional foothold, it must move from the
domain of “service” (i.e., the “non-academic”) to the domain of “disciplinary” (i.e., the “academic”). Only then, Smith concludes, will honors develop
“the power and prestige of its academic standing” (p. 14). Smith is correct
in suggesting that this tactic would bolster the efficacy of honors as a professional practice, but the fundamental question for those wanting to occupy the
academy in the agential sense is not “How might we best assimilate into the
university’s traditional epistemic economy?” but instead “Is the traditional
economy adequate for the practice of honors?” I believe it is not.
In contrast to fitting honors into the preexisting epistemic economy of
the academy and accepting the Procrustean consequences that inevitably follow, I believe honors must be reimagined in the context of what Homi Bhabha
(2004) calls a “third space.” Nancy West has argued something similar in suggesting that we consider honors as a “third place” (2014; 2017); here West
refers to honors as a nonbinary physical environment that is freed from the
constraints of the university as traditionally conceived and that enables a
certain kind of pedagogical and deliberative freedom (2014; 2017). In brief,
third space is a concept used in social theory to explore identities and concepts that span, interweave, and disrupt traditional binaries. Third spaces are
culturally hybrid spheres of multiple but shared identities that are constantly
developed and renewed between cultures through dialogue (Bhabha, 2004).
With a potential for disturbance and disruption, third spaces are also difficult
and risky spaces on the edge, in-between, filled with contradictions and ambiguities, but they also create legitimate possibilities that are more than simple
combinations of dualities (Soja and Hooper, 1993).
The concept of third space has been used in the study of dualisms such
as the cultural geographies of east and west (Said, 1978), state and market
(Bell, 1976), and high and low culture (Bourdieu, 1984) as well as race, gender, and class (Bhabha, 1990; Sarup, 1996). More recently, third space has
also been used to understand forms of academic labor that blur professional
categorizations inside an arena of negotiation, meaning, and representation
(Routledge, 1996; Barnett & Di Napoli, 2007; Gordon & Whitchurch, 2007;
Whitchurch 2013).
As illustrated by Whitchurch (Figure 1), third space professionals are
often scholars trained in the theoretical and methodological traditions of
the disciplines but who find those traditions too constraining or limiting to
execute their work. They often produce traditional scholarship but are also
praxis-driven, using their scholarly agenda as a tool and strategy to disrupt
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and improve practice. They are also unlike traditional academics in that they
work in highly collaborative ways and leverage the skill sets, perspectives, networks, and resources they possess in their administrative positions to push for
transformative change ( Janke, 2019). In almost all cases their work is aimed
at improving, enriching, and transforming the education that takes place on
their local campuses.
In my estimation, understanding honors as a legitimate third space rather
than retrofitting it into the traditional epistemic fault lines of the academy is a
significantly more adequate framework through which to conceptualize and
build honors as an occupation.

transdisciplinarity and the
epistemology of honors
If understanding honors as a third space clears a pathway for developing a nonbinary context for honors practice, a necessary consideration is the
nature of the expertise that might be developed and cultivated in that space.
For this, I suggest we turn to another nonbinary category that bears a close
family resemblance to third-space labor: transdisciplinarity ( Janke, 2019).
Despite significant debate about the term “transdisciplinarity,” a widely recognized definition is that it is a form of engaged research that addresses complex
social (i.e., “wicked”) problems (Augsburg, 2014) and, specifically, a process
of developing what Gibbons et al. (1994) have termed “Mode 2” knowledge.
Gibbons et al. (1994) define Mode 1 knowledge as the kind of explanatory knowledge generated in a traditional, multi-, or inter-disciplinary
context. Mode 1 research arises within an academic agenda and is ultimately
accountable to the discipline or disciplines from which it draws. In many
respects, Mode 1 captures the typical meaning of the term “research”: to produce universal knowledge and to build and test theory within a disciplinary
field. The data produced are often context-free and validated by standards of
logic, measurement, or consistency of prediction within the context of a traditional discipline.
Mode 2 knowledge, on the other hand, is embedded and applied, holding
some of the following characteristics (see Table 1; Coghlan & Brydon-Miller,
2014, p. 541–42).
• It is produced in the context of a particular application such that it has a
practical focus, often a problem-solving one, that is relevant and useful
to practitioners.
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• It is integrative, meaning that it not only integrates different forms of
disciplinary methods and theories but also integrates different skills,
forms of understanding, and methods for problem solving that emerge
and remain tightly connected to the central problem.
• It is characterized by organizational diversity as the work almost always
occurs in teams that reflect disciplinary diversity and more significantly span the “academic” and “non-academic” binary.
• It is characterized by social accountability, where the primary locus of
accountability is to practical outcomes and to the lived experience of
participants.
Both third-space professionals and transdisciplinary researchers produce Mode 2 knowledge by taking a problem-driven approach to their work
through direct engagement in ambiguous, real-world problems and situations.
They collaborate with participants from different disciplines and societal sectors who are working from different assumptions, levels of understanding,
types of knowledge, methodologies, and perspectives. As a result, they are
not bounded by traditional labor categories; members of such teams have
been referred to in general terms “as researchers, active agents, practitioners,
managers, stakeholders, community partners, or actors (of the life world)”
(Augsburg, 2014, p. 237).

Table 1.	Contrast between Mode 1 and Mode 2 Knowledge
Aim of Research

Type of Knowledge
Acquired
Nature of Data
Validation

Researcher’s Role
Researcher’s
Relationship to Setting

Mode 1
Universal knowledge, theory
building, and testing within a
discipline.
Universal law, primarily cognitive.

Mode 2
Knowledge produced to be
deployed in the context of
application.
Particular, situational, embedded.

Context free.
Logic, measurement, or
consistency of prediction and
control.
Observer, accountable to
disciplinary researchers.
Detached, neutral.

Contextually embedded.
Social or community impact.
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In both third spaces and transdisciplinary spaces, embracing epistemic
diversity has concrete effects on the work. Klein (2004) suggests that the
most important difference between interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary
projects is that the latter includes the intentional involvement of stakeholders in the definition of problems and those criteria, objectives, and resources
used to analyze and resolve them. This epistemic widening also means that
the work falls outside the Positivist criteria for rigor established in traditional
disciplines, and it makes third space and transdisciplinary work susceptible to
concerns about its quality, legitimacy, and value from those within traditional
disciplinary frameworks (Toulmin, 1972; Schön, 1995; O’Meara, 2016). As
a result, in both spaces, an element of professional risk is involved (Robinson,
2008). Subsequently, for professionals to succeed in both spaces, there must
be a commitment to creating change as well as perseverance, tenacity, and a
level of stubbornness to challenge the status quo within academia (Fam et al.,
2017; Ramaley, 2000).
What I would like to suggest is that Mode 1 knowledge—the knowledge
legitimated in the academy’s traditional epistemic economy—is inadequate
for honors as an occupation because it severs theory from practice, reduces
epistemic diversity, and thereby inhibits the transformational potential of our
work. Accepting Mode 1 as our paradigm of expertise leads directly to a model
of honors that simply recreates and reifies traditional models of university
education. Mode 2 knowledge, on the other hand, is committed to innovative and exploratory applications of the disciplines that directly bridge and
integrate diverse forms of understanding in the service of engaging complex,
real-world problems; it fundamentally rejects the “academic” and “non-academic” binary and seeks out new, nonbinary, and holistic conceptualizations
of academic practice. Mode 2 knowledge is the only form of expertise capable
of disrupting, reimagining, and transforming the university, and only here
will honors find its occupation.
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‘Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,
That wants it down.’
—Robert Frost, “Mending Wall”

o matter how I read it, Christopher Keller’s forum essay boils down to
one central question for me: Is honors overstepping its bounds? What
those bounds might be and whether it matters if we overstep them seem to be
the sand traps that Keller leaves us to confront. While Keller’s concerns settle
primarily on the boundaries surrounding academic research, social justice,
and widespread social activism, his central worry seems to be the trouble we
create when we poke our nose into other people’s business and make ourselves at home where we really don’t belong: “I am interested in exploring
concerns about what movement into and occupation of these kinds of territories does not only to honors but to those territories themselves and other
stakeholders who occupy them.”
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Of the three chapters in recent NCHC monographs that Keller cites,
I want to focus on Aaron Stoller’s argument in his chapter in Occupy Honors Education about the impact honors can have on a university if indeed it
functions like the laboratory we claim it does. Although our honors populations occupy only a fraction of our overall institutions—generally, a tenth
or a fifth or less—what honors has championed at each of the institutions
where I have worked—and what honors has probably championed at all of
our institutions—has undeniably changed the nature of higher education. I
attended an AAC&U workshop on high-impact practices when I first arrived
in Chattanooga to help us strategize how best to organize our new office of
undergraduate research. The research documented in the texts we read to
prepare for the workshop all pointed to the same supposition: students will
retain at higher rates, graduate faster, and feel better about their college experiences in part based on how many high-impact practices they undertake and
how integrated and intentional those practices are (Brownell and Swaner
41–57). While one such experience—be it a first-year experience or a living learning community or an undergraduate research experience—makes a
difference, pulling several together within a cohort could be a game changer.
Thinking of honors education this way makes it nothing short of an embarrassment of high-impact-practice riches. We don’t just require a freshman
honors seminar, we require a sophomore seminar and a thesis-preparation
seminar as well. We don’t just host a living learning community, we also put
those freshmen in the same seven hours of writing-intensive honors humanities courses so that they have plenty to talk about late at night in their dorm
rooms. We don’t just support undergraduate research, we require it—as part
of a sophomore seminar or in a community-engaged year-long design thinking lab or within a special honors research fellowship program or, of course,
in an honors thesis. We don’t just encourage our students to study abroad,
we give them funding to do so as well as read draft after draft of their Gilman
and Fulbright applications and organize our own international trips as well.
We weave these precious experiences together for all our students and then
watch them take off. A single program at a university cannot enjoy the success honors has had for as long as we have and not be noticed, envied, and
eventually copied, whether honors gets the credit or not. I am working where
I am today because a former provost here saw a national report noting that,
in order to increase its retention and graduation rates, a university needed
to institute an honors program if it didn’t already have one, or grow the one
it did have. Honors programs and colleges offer the best possible academic
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undergraduate experience a student can have at many of our institutions.
All the high-impact practices that honors has heralded and implemented
and polished have morphed into large-scale undergraduate research efforts,
university-wide study abroad initiatives, and ever-proliferating living learning
communities.
The expansion of our territory beyond our hallowed honors halls reminds
us all that whatever boundaries honors educators may imagine separate us
and our students from the general population, those delineations are as illusory as the ones that the university imagines keep us from sticking our nose in
everyone else’s business. Like it or not, honors is set up to be a self-appointed
university gadfly.
At the University of Tennessee, Chattanooga (UTC), we have a graduate
assistant in our honors college who handles all our assessment work. As a
wannabe Industrial Organization psychologist, he loves his job and expands
it into places that the rest of us would not likely go. He recently asked all of
us in the college to give him a list of what we think reflects our success in our
respective positions. I said, without hesitation, that the UTC Honors College
can and should have a demonstrable impact on the university and its culture,
and, as its dean, I believe it’s my job to guide us to have the following:
• Impact on university culture, particularly in relation to
— residential life
— academic innovation beyond the individual college or major
— the proliferation of interdisciplinary work and instruction
— the overall understanding and successful building of better campus communities
• Impact on our university processes, e.g., the development of
— freshmen living learning cohorts
— more exciting and less dysfunctional general education and university requirements
— study abroad and study away opportunities
— undergraduate research
• Impact on our institutional processes and infrastructure that specifically cross college and unit silos such as
— cross-campus advising
— scholarship opportunities
— recruiting
— transfer student support
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That’s quite a few fences to hop over. I don’t know if my fellow deans and my
provost always appreciate my two cents regarding what’s happening across
campus, but I do know that as dean of honors, I have at once both a broader
perspective than most and a more particular one, thanks to the interminable
weeds into which I get. Unlike other deans, I am an advisor to over sixty students, a classroom instructor of freshmen (one who taught face to face during
this pandemic), and someone with a slightly better than cursory knowledge
of most majors on campus. I see it as my responsibility to share what I know
with my colleagues even while I am tramping all over their territories. Surely
they can handle a little well-intended criticism.
I believe that honors should not stay in its own corner on our campuses,
in higher ed, in our world. Our operations constitute a microcosm of the
entire university (and perhaps even certain segments of our society), which
allows us, though tightly focused, a unique perspective. Until I shifted from
program director to dean, I shared this perspective only with my family and
administrative assistant and honors friends, but suddenly I was at the adult
table where, once I learned the lingo, I could offer my opinion and perspective and maybe even make a difference in how the university does its work.
We are currently growing our living learning communities on our campus
because, as our chancellor said in his state of the campus address, we need
to capitalize on the success of programs like honors and build them out. At
Eastern Kentucky University, the founding director of that program, Bonnie
Gray, was the instigator of a conversation about academic merit scholarships,
something the university had never awarded until she started talking about it.
Honors changes campuses.
As Paul W. Ferguson, President of Ball State University, and James S.
Ruebel, Dean of the Honors College, argued in their 2015 piece for the 50th
Anniversary JNCHC Forum on “The Value of Honors,” honors doesn’t just
benefit the students it serves or the faculty who try out new pedagogical
practices that ultimately work their way into their home departments; the
university’s overall quality of students benefits due to the magnetic quality
of a fine honors college: “Although the actual percentage of incoming students participating in the Ball State University Honors College has not risen
above 9%, the number of students matriculating to Ball State who were honors eligible rose to 12%, with one fourth of these students distributed across
the university” (13). Jake B. Schrum, President of Emory and Henry College, and Joe Lane, Director of the College Honors Program, noted in that
Forum that their institution initiated an ambitious campus-wide “Project
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Ampersand,” designed to mimic the project-based learning fostered in honors
across campus. They recalled that the dean of faculty referred to the project
as “mainstreaming the Honors Program” (38). Even a self-described presidential skeptic like Dennis R. Harkins of Orange Coast College said that no
one should continue to see honors as a precious place that only offers “learning opportunities for students that challenge them at their highest level of
achievement” when all faculty should be offering these opportunities to all
students:
after becoming more connected with the faculty, seeing their passion,
and listening to students describe their experiences, I am convinced
that honors programs are not an add-on but a critical element of a
comprehensive college experience for both students and faculty.
(Harkins and Baker, 107)
While knocking down the fences that have customarily surrounded our
honors college, we need to remember the larger conversations about what
determines who gets into our programs and who is locked out by our gatekeeping practices. As we question our own admission practices, we also start
to dismantle the very boundaries honors has constructed and maintained
about who should be allowed into our programs and colleges—who is or is
not “a good fit” for honors. We open up the possibility that perhaps—if honors could actually benefit students broadly—our singularity and reason for
existence are not as clear as we thought they were. We may begin to wonder
not whether what we do is effective but rather whether it should be available
and effective for everyone. If so, then maybe we could really say that there is
no place where honors should not stick its nose.
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oward the conclusion of his essay, “The American Scholar,” Ralph Waldo
Emerson makes the following observation:

If there is any period one would desire to be born in,—is it not the
age of Revolution; when the old and the new stand side by side, and
admit of being compared; when the energies of all men are searched
by fear and by hope; when the historic glories of the old, can be compensated by the rich possibilities of the new era? This time, like all
times, is a very good one, if we but know what to do with it. (68)

We have come to know this piece of writing as an essay, but it was originally
an address that Emerson delivered to the Phi Beta Kappa Society of Harvard
College on August 31, 1837. There were no honors programs or honors colleges at that time, of course, but Emerson might be offering some honors
advice for our time. The point he was making resonates these days when our
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lives may seem, more than ever, to be “searched by fear and by hope.” The
challenge Emerson delivered is both appropriate and succinct: “This time,
like all times, is a very good one, if we but know what to do with it.” That
too is the challenge offered by Christopher Keller in his Forum essay, where
he raises broad general questions about honors and boundaries and how we
ought best to address the challenges that confront us. What an opportunity
we have “if we but know what to do with it.” Echoing Emerson in response to
Keller, I address three questions: Why us? Why now? What do we do?
First, why us? The answer is easy and self-evident provided we subscribe
to the ideals set out by the National Collegiate Honors Council (NCHC). In
its “Definition of Honors Education,” NCHC describes the following among
our “Modes of Honors Learning,” the first bullet from “Breadth and Enduring
Questions,” the second from “Service Learning and Leadership”:
• Programs confront students with alternative modes of inquiry, exploration, discovery, tolerance of ambiguity, and enduring questions.
Coursework often requires integrative learning: both local and global
learning with connections across time, genre, and disciplines, not
always in classroom situations.
• The major emphasis is community engagement: often a single project
or a series of collaborative projects that address real-world problems
and through which students acquire practical experience and skills
that lead to engaged citizenship.
There is also this from the NCHC’s “Diversity and Inclusion Statement”:
In response to historical, cultural, and institutional restrictions that
have limited student access to honors education and the hiring of
diverse faculty and staff, the NCHC is committed to modeling best
practices in inclusion, and to using inclusive leadership strategies,
research, and partnerships with other organizations to help honors
colleges and programs pursue honors practices and programs that
serve and empower all communities.
Given what we say we are out to do on behalf of integrative learning and community engagement, we should feel compelled to take up precisely the kinds
of issues that Keller addresses: social justice, the COVID-19 pandemic, the
consequent economic challenges confronting us all, and how we might best
“serve and empower all communities.” Why us?—because we have claimed
this work already as our proper work.
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Why now? Here, we should follow Emerson’s advice and find our way
clear to imagining how this is a very good time to be doing the work of honors
if we but know how to see it that way. His point is not to blink away adversity
or conflict; on the contrary, we ought to embrace these as opportunities for
understanding how better to put back together things that now seem in danger of coming apart. The world too often appears as an always-already settled
matter. Now that conditions have thrown so much into question, we ought
to consult our anxieties and fears and to own them as indicators of what we
value most and how our values might be put to the test by others, and why.
There is no better time to confront students and honors professionals alike
“with alternative modes of inquiry, exploration, discovery, tolerance of ambiguity, and enduring questions.” There is no better time to be doing our work
than now if we but have the nerve to recognize the opportunities that present
conditions afford and to persevere with the full knowledge that we have each
other to look to for advice, assistance, courage, and support.
The third is the most complicated of the questions I have raised. Given
the answers to the first two—that the work at hand is honors work and that no
time is better than the present to be doing it—how do we proceed? I will begin
with a quibble—more an argument, really. Quibbles are for strangers while
arguments one reserves for friends, so I would like to argue in a most friendly
fashion with the way Christopher Keller has characterized an anthology of
which I am a co-editor, The Demonstrable Value of Honors Education: New
Research Evidence (Cognard-Black, Herron, and Smith). In his Forum essay,
Keller says of a concluding contribution that D. Carl Freeman and I made
to the volume that we “imply” a paradigm to the effect that honors is “occupied,” as if by seemingly unfriendly agents, and that we must urge our claims
for existence “against the skeptics, naysayers, and penny pinchers inside and
outside of higher education.” That oppositional paradigm, he says, “frames the
entirety” of the co-edited volume. I do not believe that this paradigm is the
most creative way to address the question of what we ought to do now, nor do
I believe that it represents fully the work of the honors professionals who have
contributed to the monograph, myself included. While any honors program
or college is necessarily part of larger administrative structures and funding is
part of those structures, the oppositional paradigm does not prove helpful in
seeing things Emerson’s way and finding out what to do now.
Instead, I propose, first of all, that honors programs and colleges are in
a unique and advantageous position relative to other academic units. Our
students, like our faculty, come from across the institutions where we are
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housed, beyond the parochial bounds of individual departments or colleges.
We are everywhere, not in opposition but in complex relationships and alliances that represent a potential base of strength from which to work. In that
way, we are more like a graduate school or a college/university library. We
provide a potential benefit that reaches across the institution in terms of student recruitment and retention, faculty development, and curriculum design.
The good we do benefits ourselves, of course, but it benefits everyone else
too, which is a point we ought to urge as often as possible. Most of the time,
most of the students and faculty of honors are working somewhere else—
somewhere outside honors. If there is occupying going on, it seems we are the
ones doing it. The matter of value added and measurement, which is the topic
of The Demonstrable Value of Honors Education, arises from the ubiquity of
honors, which makes it incumbent on us to assess what we are doing because
what we are doing is everyone’s business. NCHC’s “Definition of Honors
Education” states the following (emphasis mine):
Honors education is characterized by in-class and extracurricular
activities that are measurably broader, deeper, or more complex than
comparable learning experiences typically found at institutions of
higher education. Honors experiences include a distinctive learnerdirected environment and philosophy, provide opportunities that are
appropriately tailored to fit the institution’s culture and mission, and
frequently occur within a close community of students and faculty.
If we think it is good to be in honors—whether as student, faculty, or staff
member—we ought to take our cue here, figuring out how to demonstrate
our benefits “measurably.” We make friends for best practices by showing
what the benefits are when we apply these practices, particularly now when
our outcomes address the most pressing issues.
Keller poses the following good question: “Does honors occupy anything
beyond the scope of its own printed pages and, if not, why does or doesn’t that
matter?” Fortunately, this question can be answered affirmatively through our
bibliometric measures and by consulting the bibliographies of NCHC publications, which are filled with accounts of honors professionals and students
doing precisely what we say we ought to be doing and showing “measurably”
how what we do makes a positive difference. We are indeed being “conjunctive,” to use Keller’s term. In The Demonstrable Value of Honors Education, the
authors represent a range of institutional types; they talk about how best to
conduct reliable, statistical analyses and then how to proceed effectively in
reporting the results; they talk about what they have done to build student
62

Emerson’s Good Advice

success; they talk about recruitment and retention, how to assess students’
performance, how to make the most of honors best practices, and how those
practices engage important issues of equity and inclusion. This collection is
typical of what honors does in moving honors into the world, and the fact is
that we are already there in the lives of the students, faculty, staff, and communities where we are located. Keller asks us to ask ourselves, “who has power,
who speaks, who listens?” Based on the available evidence, we have plenty to
speak up about, proudly; the better the evidence we marshal in support of our
message, the more powerful it becomes, and that is the way to make people
listen, especially now.
Our voices are especially relevant now because virtually every aspect of
honors’ institutional practice directly engages pressing, current matters relating to social justice and life during the pandemic. Not just teaching about the
issues that confront us matters now: what also matters is being mindful and
intentional about what we are doing or ought to be doing; how we assess and
report our practices relative to the announced goals of our institutions and of
NCHC; and how these goals relate to the pressing issues that occupy so much
of the national attention. Now is a fine time to be called to our work, and it is
no time for idlers, as Emerson maintains:
Of course, he who has put forth his total strength in fit actions, has
the richest return of wisdom. I will not shut myself out of this globe
of action, and transplant an oak into a flower-pot, there to hunger and
pine. . . . (61)
Emerson was clear on the necessity of acting and of measuring the value
added by our actions. “[T]he final value of action,” he told his listeners, “like
that of books, and better than books, is, that it is a resource” (62). We become
wise by measuring the fitness of our actions as a resource, a point for which
Emerson argued in the context of our native intellectual culture. “We have
listened too long to the courtly muses of Europe,” he told his audience (70),
addressing himself to the making of the American scholar. So, when it comes
to that “resource” better than books, he is talking about and to scholars of
the native here-and-now; it all comes down to the question of proper duties,
which “may all be comprised in self-trust” (63).
If self-trust is a matter of confident, informed residency on our own native
ground, I wonder how well we actually know that ground in honors, how fully
we know all the studies we have produced that fill the pages of NCHC bibliographies and how able we are to use what we know. Patricia J. Smith, in her
study of program assessment, discovered something interesting:
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Despite the regularity that directors and deans are reporting that
their programs are participating in discussions of outcomes assessment as well as reporting that they are prepared to interpret evidence
and implement changes, only 31 percent say that outcomes assessment data are actually being used to guide the majority of program
changes. This finding demonstrates that honors deans and directors
are struggling to apply the skills they have to “close the loop” and
effectively apply assessment practices for the process of continuous
improvement. (37)
This study gets back to Keller’s crucial questions about who has power, who
speaks, and who listens. Smith’s results lead one to ask whether we are listening adequately to ourselves and applying our good advice or instead ceding
power to others and just letting events unfold. “Free should the scholar be,—
free and brave,” Emerson advises, and self-trust is the means to that good and
active end (65). The danger is getting so caught up in the swirl of all that has
happened and is happening—all the unexpected troubles coming at us—that
we surrender our freedom unaware.
We should be mindful of the native position that honors occupies,
belonging not to any one department or school but to the students—the
scholars—that we represent, just as we are scholars too; that is a position of
ecumenical freedom and credibility to speak and act from—with one final
piece of advice from Emerson: “The office of the scholar is to cheer, to raise,
and to guide men by showing them facts amidst appearances” (63). He is
urging us to act out of self-trust in what we know to be true—“facts amidst
appearances”—and not to wait for an invitation, not first writing another
article, or proposing another conference session, but doing something now,
in the world, Zooming into that committee meeting on Monday and offering
solutions that colleagues might try, addressing problems that we know how
to solve because we have solved them already, demonstrably and measurably.
This kind of action will require homework so that we know what honors has
to say about the problems at hand, but that is no difficulty. After all, we are
scholars.
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O

ne of the first observations made by newcomers to the annual NCHC
conferences and certainly by the participants in its signature program
Beginning in Honors (BIH) is that honors enthusiasts of all stripes love to
talk about their program or college. The corollary that follows is that thievery
of honors practices, programming, and policies is encouraged. The oft-noted
welcoming nature of NCHC is tied directly to this communal spirit of sharing. The conference specifically and honors in general operate as an open
and free marketplace of ideas for honors practitioners to mold and adapt to
their home institutions. While the rules of plagiarism and appropriation of
language and ideas operate in honors scholarship and publication, NCHC’s
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publications enhance the vital exchange of ideas in honors and their centrality to what the organization is and does. Christopher Keller’s lead essay
for this Forum on the Boundary of Honors, “‘Mad and Educated, Primitive
and Loyal’: Comments on the Occupation of Honors,” however, transcends
the utilitarian value of honors communication and NCHC publications to
examine the enterprise of honors, its occupation(s) and what occupies its
practitioners. Keller notes, “I began a pathway back to a couple of NCHC
monographs to help me chart a course . . . and to think strategically about . . .
honors” in a variety of contexts. This approach underscores the sophistication
of NCHC’s publications and how readers employ them.
In the interest of full disclosure, I want to acknowledge that I am a longsitting co-chair of NCHC’s Publications Board as well as General Editor of
the NCHC Monograph Series and that Chris Keller is a member of said
Publications Board. Thus, we share a fiduciary responsibility for the care, nurturing, and development of NCHC’s publications. He even cites my claim,
which I believe/hope/pray is not a self-serving one, “that the most profound
and compelling evidence [that ‘honors as an occupation and discipline is
professional’] is to be found in NCHC’s publications and the scholarship,
intellection, and commitment they present to readers” (Portnoy 39). Part of
the value of Keller’s enterprise is the way he implicates himself and his “juxtaposition” of two NCHC monographs, Occupy Honors Education and The
Demonstrable Value of Honors Education: New Research Evidence, in a metadiscourse to deal with some cosmic, ontological, existential questions about
honors education and its societal and political context. In that sense, he follows in the tradition of the scholarly work of Samuel Schuman, especially in If
Honors Students Were People: Holistic Honors Education, and other authors in
previous JNCHC Forums who are pushing the boundaries of honors strategies and honors discourse.
The breadth and depth of the meditations on honors education in these
two monographs deserve acknowledgment, which Keller certainly provides,
but they also need encouragement and celebration, which is perhaps where
Keller and I diverge. He is wary, suspicious even, of what he labels the “conjunctive” nature of honors scholarship and where its additive proclivities may lead.
Keller writes that “sometimes for the better and sometimes for the worse—I
think we all foresee a litany of future honors conference presentations, webinars, articles, and monographs that are conjunctive, drawing connections
between ‘honors and fill in the blank.’ ” I feel more sanguine about these connections: I am eager to hear about a new direction or approach or topic in the
next monograph proposal or within the newly minted pages of JNCHC. The
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epigraph to E. M. Forster’s Howard’s End provides the essential ingredient for
a good thesis and essay: “Only connect . . . .” Like Ada Long, Founding Editor
of Honors in Practice (HIP) and JNCHC, I have great faith in our peer reviewers, especially the members of the respective Editorial Boards of the journals
and the members of the Publications Board, to recognize when a manuscript
lacks the requisite connective tissue to honors or to “items,” as the JNCHC
Editorial Policy states, “on the higher education agenda . . . and presentations
of emergent issues relevant to honors education” (vi). Keller’s interrogation
of these conjunctive elements is critical and astute, but I believe such worries
are allayed when reviewers assess submissions and when readers read these
works once they are published. (More on readers in a moment.)
Keller also observes a distinction between the boundaries (or lack
thereof) in honors discourse and other academic disciplines:
Scholarship in most professional organizations typically does have
strict “occupational [boundaries and] barriers” . . . in the pages of
their scholarly journals. In my own area of English studies, one sees
these boundaries when thumbing through the pages of, say, PMLA,
American Literary History, or Leviathan: A Journal of Melville Studies. Contributors to these journals—and journals and monographs
in any professional area—understand clearly the boundaries and
parameters that must frame their work.
Where Keller sees a division, I see a continuum. I find nothing surprising or
untoward when Richard Badenhausen uses “the lens of Michel Foucault’s
writing on discipline and training” in his rejection of the “standardization
implicitly in certification” (25) or when K. Patrick Fazioli, in contemplating
honors professionalization, proposes a “sociological framework for investigating honors inspired by Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice” (58). I am
enchanted by the notion that the work of Lev S. Vygotsky informs the efforts
by the Lloyd International Honors College at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro to internationalize the curriculum by incorporating the
developmental power of play in learning (Kirkman and Ali). Disciplinary
journals similarly push past strict boundaries, as in Kelly Ross’s recent PMLA
essay, “Watching from Below: Racialized Surveillance and Vulnerable Sousveillance.” Ross’s topic is ostensibly slave narratives, but her essay begins with
two examples of recorded police/citizen encounters: someone witnessing
police officers beating a man in handcuffs and another citizen videotaping an
officer shooting a suspect “to death as [he] ran away” (Ross 299). In the pages
of the Flannery O’Connor Review, Scott Forschler recontextualizes that most
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Catholic of writers in his essay “Shocking Grace, Sudden Enlightenment:
O’Connor and the Koans of Zen Buddhism.” The stretching of boundaries,
especially in an academic landscape where publishing remains at the heart of
professional achievement and success and where expanding perspectives is
critical, the difference between honors and other disciplines, if it exists at all,
is only one of degree. The paths to insight and understanding seem infinite.
Keller’s three takeaway points and the questions that he raises, particularly in his concluding paragraphs, are perspicacious, complex, and challenging, and other writers in either this Forum or later journal issues will
address them. I want to explore the constellation of questions Keller raises
about the audience of NCHC’s publications. The subtext conjures an image
of NCHC members talking only to themselves about themselves. The Publications Board will certainly admit that one of the primary reasons for starting
JNCHC, HIP, and the NCHC Monograph Series was that the membership
needed appropriate platforms to engage in thoughtful and formal discourse
about honors. Having accomplished that goal, however, and then pursuing
multiple online venues for accessing this material, the Publications Board has
reached hundreds of thousands of readers around the world. As I remarked in
a previous Forum essay:
Beyond access through the UNL Digital Commons, JNCHC, for
example, is now included in ten prestigious abstracting and indexing services, including ERIC. Here are data points collected by
Emily Walshe, a research librarian at LIU and longstanding member
of NCHC’s Publications Board, about the impact of JNCHC. Since
2000, JNCHC has engaged 492 unique authors from 248 different
institutions and agencies. Fifty-four academic disciplines are represented, and nearly one-third of all articles are collaborative. JNCHC
averages 579 readers for every article. In 2019 alone, library databases
logged over 12,000 retrievals of JNCHC content; its digital imprint
in UNL’s archive exceeds 25,000 downloads. (40)
Given that the institutional membership of NCHC is approximately 800
and that several hundred people hold individual memberships, the readership surely extends well beyond an audience of only honors educators. But
Keller wants to know—legitimate questions all—who these readers are and
for what purposes they read NCHC publications:
When honors occupies the important issues, events, and challenges
of the day, is honors contributing to a conversation in meaningful
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ways, and who else is involved in such conversation? . . . Is honors
alone on a stage with an audience of empty seats? Is anyone listening to those of us in honors when we talk about the pressing issues,
events, and challenges of our time such as social justice, mental
health, diversity and inclusion, or even virtual pedagogy?
Because of Walshe, we have bibliometric documentation of our national and
international readership. We do not know exactly who these individuals are
and what impact our material has on them; reader-response criticism confirmed decades ago the futility of thinking that anyone can control readers
and their responses. What we can do, however, is extend to them the welcoming warmth of NCHC: To our readers who believe in the efficacy of reading
and writing and the enterprise of honors publications, here is an invitation—
a clarion call—for you to write for us, to submit a manuscript so that we can
learn about you and how you engage with the universe, so dear to us, of honors education and scholarship.
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“I

am tired of living through history: I want just one normal day.” For firstyear honors students starting their university careers in fall 2020, such
a sentiment in spring 2021 should not surprise us. As Christopher Keller
points out, between completing high school and starting college, these students have witnessed a pandemic, economic downturn, and civil rights unrest
unprecedented in their lifetimes—along with, most recently, an insurrection at the U.S. Capitol. They lost their end of high school and many of the
expected experiences at the start of a university career. As these students learn
on Zoom and online, with very limited in-person interactions, normality
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holds more appeal with each day of isolation. Our first-year students are still
straddling their high school identities and the selves they hope to assume
more fully as college students; all our students have been liminal this past
year. The same argument could be made about first-year students starting at
a university without a pandemic—the first year of college is always a time of
transition—but if COVID weren’t enough, the social unrest last summer was
another challenge for this year’s first-year students and for all students. Such
moments of change offer opportunities to think through the desired normal
to which we should return as the threat of the pandemic diminishes.
What is vital is to have a normal that is new. Perhaps the ongoing viral
threat will necessitate public health and societal changes for more months
than many of us might wish. These physical and health concerns may also
have lasting ramifications for how honors educators think about accessibility,
equity, and ways our teaching can and should reach our students. At the same
time, facets of honors treasured so long—small discussion-based classes, for
instance—should be even more attractive to students for whom Zoom or
online learning has been a test of their endurance and persistence.
Issues of access have already shifted over the last year—and earlier.
While there may still be limits on entrance admission requirements, recently
programs have reduced their dependence upon such standardized discriminations. At the University of Nebraska at Omaha, for instance, the ACT score
was not such a factor in general admission decisions this last year but in honors had been removed as a barrier to admission five years ago. Admissions
decisions in our honors program are holistic, so the standardized test score
is not abandoned entirely but for years has not served as the wall between in
or out. De-emphasizing the value of the ACT in honors shifted our predominantly local Nebraskan entering class’s identity, yet it still does not reflect the
larger city’s ethnic diversity as much as it might or should. We are still striving
toward that normal, and as we do, honors has had to respond to changes in
the world around us.
Keller asks what obligation honors has to respond to activist movements
and moments, but I posit that the core of honors, with its focus on enhancing
educational experiences, has always trafficked in such liminalities. The 2020
summer of social unrest was the flashpoint of years of injustice and prejudice,
shattering illusions of equality and creating an imperative for change. That
change cannot be effected without engagement across long-established borders, artificially erected and maintained, like deciding futures or identity by
standardized tests and excluding activism from academia. Honors promotes
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multi- and inter-disciplinary classes and pedagogical approaches; embracing
the possibility of expanding conversations is vital for this generation of students particularly. They are living history, and we need them to make the new
normal that can and should await them.
Our honors program has thus strived not only to tear down the ACT wall
but also to engage in activities and curricula that encourage student engagement in contemporary issues. Honors can and should thus serve as a forum
for exploring ongoing events. To do so is a political act, but the act of providing space and opportunities to engage does not necessarily require honors
to take a political position of its own, one that may not mesh with the larger
institution’s mission or stance. Rather honors can serve civic and intellectual
development by offering educational opportunities to students to consider
and further their own political understanding and beliefs.
In that spirit, we welcomed our students to campus last summer (2020)
before they began classes in the fall. Seizing on the evolving conversations, we
shared the film Just Mercy (2019), made widely and freely available by its studio and thus accessible to all. (Bryan Stevenson’s book, on which the movie
was based, had been selected as our Common Reader for incoming students,
but that program fell victim to the pandemic.) Students were invited to watch
the movie and then gather with already enrolled students and honors faculty
on Zoom for conversations about the topics it evoked. Nearly half of our
incoming class joined us that summer evening on Zoom—maybe because
they had had a break from high school Zoom, maybe because they thought
they should make a good first impression, maybe because they were seeking
community. Their reason for attendance does not really matter; the couple of
hours chatting on Zoom showed them the possibilities for engagement in college life and the shifted relationship between students, peers, and professors
away from the teacher-student relationship of high school. Those couple of
hours invited them to change and to shape honors.
Such efforts this academic year to engage our students in conversations
that matter have continued: they include formation of a first-year council of
students; initiation of volunteer community activities making cards and hats
for larger Omaha community citizens in need; creation of Zoom Kahoot!
nights; and most recently a Black History month event, watching a TED talk
about art and its prejudices led by art history faculty. Conversations with fellow honors educators have shown me that other programs have been similarly
invested in trying to keep honors real even while we are mostly virtual. In our
honors program, we have kept events in the world in view as we have tried,
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virtually, to build our community. Not all of our efforts have worked, but all
have been efforts to cross borders, to reach our students, and to highlight
dissonances in the living history to which our students are witnesses. Such
illumination is essential to serving honors students’ development as engaged
citizens.
Omaha, Nebraska, might not be a focal point in terms of the country’s
race issues, but unfortunately this urban environment has had its fair share
of dreadful incidents. Such ugly history re-emerged last summer when James
Scurlock was shot by bar owner Jake Gardner in Omaha just five days after
George Floyd’s death. City-wide curfews were imposed, and tempers were
high as protests downtown persisted. Gardner was initially not charged by
the county attorney, but that swift decision was overturned several months
later by a grand jury. This event was not, of course, Omaha’s first nor only
instance of racial injustice. In 1919, a white mob lynched Will Brown, an
African American man falsely accused of assaulting a white woman. The mob
seized the prisoner from jail and hung him before desecrating and burning his
body, dragging him through the streets. The white mayor at the time pleaded
for peace, and he had himself to be rescued from the mob violence. In the
fall of 2019, the city recognized the hundred-year anniversary of this racially
charged act with a Community Remembrance Ceremony, among other
events designed to end the city’s silence and to open community conversations about race.
Omaha remains a very segregated city. Redlining ensured that racial barriers would affect the population’s development, and that segregation has
persisted into the twenty-first century. Our university’s Service Learning
Academy has recently centered efforts on addressing redlining in the city, and
several honors classes have explored the topic over the last few years. Awareness of such racial disparities is increasing among our incoming students, but
the events and protests of summer 2020 brought them home as stark reality.
Students were ready to engage and open to exploring when we came together
on Zoom last summer, and they are more open to such topics because of the
history they are witnessing. With their high school experience colored by the
nationalist rhetoric that was then on the rise across the country, they are starting their college experiences with an end of the pandemic in sight and the
promise of a new normal in their grasp. We must help them reach it, and only
by engaging with the history and present of racial inequities that they are now
witnessing can we equip them to bring positive change.
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Honors education has a responsibility to rise to occasions as they present
themselves. Given honors’ interest in shaping the leaders of tomorrow and
stretching our students’ critical thinking and engagement skills, we cannot
conduct their education in isolation from reality. Honors must straddle borders and break them down, whether through adjusting admissions policies
or actively engaging in contemporary moments that evince change. Honors
does have a responsibility, in educating our campuses’ most intellectually
gifted students, to engage them in the current and ongoing debates raging on
and beyond our campuses. Honors should thus be political in confronting
inequity and in providing the space, forum, and possibilities for change.
________________________________________________________
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background

D

iversity in honors has been a topic of discussion in honors education
for decades, but interest in the subject has grown recently. The 2017
conference of the National Collegiate Honors Council implored attendees to
explore “Just Honors” and the topic of racial and social justice. That same
week the NCHC Board of Directors added a priority of “diversity and inclusion” to its strategic plan, and in 2019 the Board of Directors published a
statement on “Diversity and Inclusion,” including language about the promotion of “inclusive excellence” and “educational equity.” In many ways, these
statements represent a forceful answer to Norm Weiner’s question in 2009 in
the pages of this journal: “Honors is Elitist, and What’s Wrong with That?”
(Weiner, 2009). In other ways, though, the idea of selectivity, elitism, and
exclusivity raised by Weiner continues to exist in an unresolved tension with
recent calls for inclusivity.
Honors education, of course, is but one corner in the larger area of tertiary education in modern societies, and a long tradition in the social sciences
has explored whether educational institutions, higher education in particular, reduce or reinforce social class and racial inequality (Bowles and Gintis,
1976; Willis, 1977; MacLeod, 1987; Lareau, 2003; Hout, 2009; Khan, 2011;
Torche, 2011; Armstrong and Hamilton, 2013; von Hippel, Workman, and
Downey 2018). Arguably, the question of class and equality is one of the most
centrally important theoretical questions in the sociological study of education. Research has addressed the extent to which formal schooling functions
as a “great equalizer” to reduce social inequalities by creating opportunities
for children of lower and working-class families, immigrants, and racial or
ethnic minorities to escape the conditions of their birth and achieve upward
intergenerational mobility. Conversely, research has focused on the extent
to which cultural or structural forces in and around schooling encourage the
perpetuation of social inequality from generation to generation as well as the
net effect of these countervailing forces. While many scholars point to college education as an equalizing force in society, creating opportunities for
people of all walks of life to sink or swim on the strength of their own merits, many others argue that education functions as a gatekeeper and plays an
important role in sustaining socioeconomic, racial, and similar inequalities
across generations (for discussions, see Hout, 2009; Torche, 2011; Krauze
and Slomczynski, 1985).
The chief way to reconcile this seeming contradiction has to do with
access. While attainment of a college degree, for instance, does in the main
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help to propel people from lower-status backgrounds into better jobs and
higher economic and social standing than those in which they grew up, getting
into and paying for college, as one of the primary pathways to middle-class
status, can be a more difficult proposition, and those from more precarious
backgrounds who are able to make it into college often face other challenges
that make the attainment of a college degree less likely. At each stage, the primary barriers to educational attainment are mechanisms of exclusion.
While the focus of much of this research is the differential access to college and differential attainment of educational degrees, similar theoretical
questions exist for other points of educational access, such as what kinds of
colleges one has access to—for example, community college vs. traditional
four-year degree institutions; public vs. private; open access vs. elite—as
well as what kinds of academic programs are accessible. While the question
of diversity and inclusion is one that pervades all of U.S. higher education,
access to collegiate honors programming is implicated in this larger set of
questions about access versus exclusion. These questions are especially pertinent to collegiate honors education because it has so often and for so long
been associated with selectivity and the status conferred by providing access
to some students while excluding most others from what is known in the
social sciences as a “positional good”: a desirable marketplace good that has
value precisely because others cannot have it, cannot have as much of it, or
cannot have what are regarded as the better forms of it (Veblen, 1899; Hirsch,
1976; Bills, 2016; Di Stasio, Bol, & Van de Werfhorst, 2016). Hence, as is
often the case with honors education, what we learn from experiments and
strategies that honors educators employ can be applied at a larger scale to
higher education in general.

addressing diversity in honors education:
a review of related research
Scholarship since at least the mid-1990s has shown the positive impact of
racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic diversity on higher education and learning
(e.g., Bowen and Bok, 2019; Maruyama et al., 2000). In other words, an initiative that originally was meant to benefit students of color by providing equal
access to education was also found to produce a racial and ethnic diversity
on campus that had educational benefits for all students, minority and white
alike (Maruyama et al., 2000; Ashton, 2009; Ticknor et al., 2020). As a result,
colleges and universities today have an additional incentive to increase access
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and expand diversity by recruiting underrepresented students through programs that reach into high schools and community colleges and by providing
need-based financial aid awards and more inclusive admissions policies.
Honors programs and colleges have been even more challenged in creating a diverse and inclusive climate since they generally have adopted selective
admission and retention practices. As noted by a National Collegiate Honors
Council Task Force’s recently published position paper:
Approaches to honors recruiting and admission have historically
been relatively narrow and restrictive: focused on GPA and test
scores, language around superiority, and emphasis on benefits or
perks. Such approaches have privileged a very limited portion of a
university’s potential student body. (National Collegiate Honors
Council, 2020, p. 4)
Despite this inherent challenge facing honors educators, the lack of research
and scholarship on diversity in honors education was recognized only in the
late 1990s. One of the first articles that acknowledged this need was by Donna
Y. Ford, Tarek C. Grantham, and J. John Harris, III (1996) in the related field
of gifted education. The authors state that although “much has been written
about the importance of multicultural education to the psychological, affective, and educational well‐being of racially and culturally diverse students, a
review of the literature . . . indicates that the need for multicultural education
has received little attention in gifted education” (p. 72). Although gifted education focuses on kindergarten through secondary school, that population
has similarities to post-secondary honors students, more than a few of whom
are what have been termed “gifted students” until they reach college or the
university. Scholars in the field of honors education soon acknowledged the
same lack of research (e.g., Pittman, 2004).
Existing studies on diversity have largely focused on single programs or
colleges or on specific ethnic and racial groups, and typically sample sizes
have been small (see Cognard-Black and Spisak, 2019, for an exception). Two
National Collegiate Honors Council (NCHC) monographs address diversity
in honors education from philosophical and political perspectives (Coleman and Kotinek, 2010; Coleman, Kotinek, and Oda, 2017). The earlier
monograph used an approach that was conceptual rather than quantitative,
providing models for supportive and enriching educational environments.
The second continued with a theoretical and political approach to creating
diverse and enriching models for honors educators. Another more recent
collection of essays on diversity, edited by Graeme Harper (2019), takes a
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more grounded approach, with institution-specific examples for addressing
the lack of diversity in honors.
One early study that does extend its reach beyond a single institution is
by Reenea Rosheene Harrison-Cook (1999), who conducted a quantitative
study of 256 African American students attending five NCHC-member predominantly white institutions (PWIs). Her goal was discovering why most
of these 256 students chose not to participate in honors education at their
institutions. Also, she included in her study ideas on how to increase African
American participation. Harrison-Cook’s study includes data collected from
a preliminary survey of fifteen colleges and universities with honors programs
(two of which were part of her study). She concluded from her survey that
honors programs are failing to attract a substantial number of African American students. She found that a large majority of the non-honors respondents
believed that they were at risk because they might lose their financial aid due
to low grades. Participants indicated that they needed financial incentives to
participate in honors education. She also found that non-honors respondents
believed that honors appealed mostly to white students.
Several other studies have focused on the African American population
in honors programs or colleges, but none using a quantitative approach. Fred
A. Bonner’s 2010 book on academically gifted African American male college
students, which is largely based on two case studies he did in 2001 (Bonner,
2001), addresses the question of what factors influence the success of academically gifted African American college students. He presents case studies of
two African American students, one attending a historically black institution
and the other attending a predominantly white institution. Factors he deems
most important are relationships with faculty, peer relationships, family influence and support, factors influencing college selection, self-perception, and
institutional environment. We note in passing an article by Donna Y. Ford and
Michelle Trotman Scott (2010), which, although it does not focus directly on
honors education, surveys theories that explain why African Americans are
underrepresented in gifted education. The authors present nine theories or
frameworks, as they term them, as well as a listing of authors who have written on these theories. The authors believe that the Deficit Thinking theory is
at the heart of underrepresentation of African Americans in gifted education.
Deficit thinking in education, as they define it, is the view that the “alleged
deficiencies of poor and minority group students and their families . . . [are]
predominantly responsible for these students’ school problems and academic
failure, while frequently holding structural inequality blameless” (p. 2).
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Additional studies, although they do not include specific data on participation of African Americans in honors programs, address the possible causes
for that underrepresentation. Lulrick Balzora (2015) in an unpublished dissertation examines African American male awareness of and application to
honors programs at two selected state colleges in the southeastern region of
the United States. He investigates which recruitment methods are most effective in serving the needs of this population of students. His findings indicate
that African American male participants valued the atmosphere and reputation
of an honors program more than its facilities, personal influences, and incentives. Another study that focused on African Americans, by Bridal Pearson and
Deborah Kohl (2010), gives a more informative perspective on why African
American males are underrepresented in high-achievement academic settings.
They frame their approach in the context of the socio-psychological experiences of these students as they make their way through the education pipeline:
Historical, situational, and developmental cues often communicate
to these students that they are not equipped to engage in higher-order
intellectual activities. A long history of these negative educational
and social experiences results in low self-efficacy and destroys motivation towards honors-level participation in college. (p. 31)
This perception is similar to the theory of deficit thinking posited by Ford and
Scott (2010) as the main cause of underrepresentation of African Americans
in gifted education. Pearson and Kohl also suggest specific and useful strategies to welcome African American male students into honors programs.
One final example is a study in 2001 by Anthony Pittman, who investigates why students of color at the University of Connecticut may be reluctant
to be part of the university’s honors program. The sample size was small: 6
out of a population of 831 students. Pittman collected interview data and
found that nonwhite and white participants had distinctly different views on
the barriers the program presented to persons of color. White participants
thought the barriers for nonwhites were poor performance on standardized
tests and the honors program’s lackluster recruiting efforts. Conversely, nonwhite participants thought the barriers for students of color were “lack of
diversity, misperceptions of honors as an elitist organization, and misperceptions of honors as an unnecessary addition to their course loads” (p. 136).
Subsequent research also shows these same three factors, in some variation,
as major barriers to diversity for honors programs. In our discussion section,
we look more closely at strategies for improving diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in honors programs and summarize results.
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Three more studies prove valuable in addressing diversity. First is the
detailed account Patricia J. Smith and John T. V. Zagurski (2013) give of
their data-driven strategy to increase retention and diversity at the Schedler
Honors College at the University of Central Arkansas. They moved from a
selection process based on standardized testing (SAT and ACT), which have
been shown to contain class and race biases while not accurately predicting
retention, to a holistic, multi-criterion selection process that deemphasizes
standardized tests. They analyzed the outcomes to test whether variables
in the admissions model predicted retention and then made changes in the
weighting of variables for a revised rubric, which they used thereafter for
their admissions process. In addition to improving retention, their goal was
to improve racial and ethnic diversity in their student population. In the first
year they implemented their holistic admissions process, the freshman nonwhite student population increased from a prior average of 12.3 percent to
16 percent. In a subsequent conversation with one of the authors (Smith,
2018), we learned that since the implementation of their holistic admissions
process and for their last three entering cohorts, 22 percent of their students
were minority students. We also learned that they used targeted recruitment,
in which they made sure minority students were pictured in their recruiting materials and online; made sure their ambassadors were representative
of their student body; and, in order to get the notice of minority students,
started the practice of reaching out to any student who had applied to the
university who met their minimum requirements. In their outreach they simply informed students about the program and invited them to learn more
instead of touting the status of the program and the accomplishments of its
students. The Schedler Honors College’s more inclusive admission policy and
recruiting practices increased retention markedly by about 15 percent, and
their minority representation in the college in the last several years is up to
25 percent.
Another study of note that details successful recruitment practices
for diversifying an honors student population is Simon Stacey and Jodi
Kelber-Kaye’s (2018) account of the process they used at the University of
Maryland, Baltimore County (UMBC) Honors College. In two ways their
practices were similar to what Smith and Zagurski (2013) described for the
Schedler Honors College. They revised their admissions process so that it was
“more holistic, flexible and sensitive to the many forms that academic promise can assume” (6). They also intensified their recruiting and outreach to
applicants and potential applicants to their college, particularly focusing on
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underrepresented minorities. As did Schedler Honors College, they sought to
help potential applicants understand what the honors college was and how it
could benefit them instead of touting the accomplishments of their students.
For this effort they had current honors college students handwrite notes or
creative messages to potential students. Third, unique to their situation, they
instituted a mentoring partnership with an anchor high school in Baltimore
City, a large urban center near their university. The Baltimore City Schools
have an unusually large underrepresented-minority (URM) population,
around 90 percent, and much of the population is of relatively low socioeconomic status: 64.7 percent of the Baltimore City School students are classified
as low income. The UMBC Honors College saw recruiting from this population as a way to increase racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic diversity. They were
able to form a mentorship program with the STEM magnet high school that
paired AP Capstone students with University of Maryland Baltimore County
faculty, who helped supervise their projects. Meetings with faculty brought
the high school students onto campus, which in turn made them more aware
of the academic facilities, including the UMBC Honors College. Because the
college took advantage of circumstances and opportunity, it managed to create a pipeline that has potential despite being slow to develop.
Finally, a recent study in JNCHC by Cindy S. Ticknor, Andrea Dawn
Frazier, Johniqua Williams, and Maryah Thompson (2020) focuses on the
recruiting practices at the Columbus State University Honors College. To
more effectively recruit students of color, they conducted focus groups with
high-achieving students of color who were not part of their honors college to
determine whether their recruiting efforts were reaching those students. They
also examined whether there was a disconnect between what they promoted
as benefits of participating in honors and what the students themselves valued. Columbus State University (CSU) itself has a relatively large percentage
of URM students: nearly half its student population is non-white, and 38
percent identify as black or African American. The CSU Honors College’s
demographic, in contrast, was 76 percent white, with 14 percent black. Its
Hispanic population was 5 percent as compared to CSU’s 6 percent. Understanding the disparity in the black student population compared to CSU’s
was the main focus for their study. One of the predominant themes was a perceived mismatch between the perception that focus group participants had of
themselves as students and scholars and the perception they had of students
in the honors college. Specifically, when asked to describe an honors student
at the university, participants responded that honors students were highly
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intelligent but socially disconnected (i.e., had little or no social life), and in
general they said that lifestyle did not appeal to them. Instead, they hoped
for a balanced lifestyle that allowed them to have time for relaxation and recreation instead of only studying all the time. Participants, all of whom said
they valued diversity, also assumed that the honors college was not intellectually or racially diverse. Participants’ experiences with K–12 gifted programs
and AP classes contributed to all these perceptions. Finally, participants did
not see as valuable the benefits that the honors college offered, such as challenging classes, leadership development, and small classes. They thought that
either these benefits were available to all students or that they were not of
direct value for their particular career goals.
Competing values that favor recreation and social life over a bookish
lifestyle are common among minority and majority students alike, however. Ticknor et al. acknowledge this possibility in their discussion but are
unable to address it because of the way their analytic sample was constructed.
Because Ticknor et al. interviewed only honors-eligible black, multiracial,
and Hispanic students, they had no basis for comparison with white majority or Asian American students who similarly were eligible for honors yet
chose not to apply. Thus, we cannot say from their study whether the values
expressed for a “balanced” lifestyle would uniquely explain racial disparities
in pursuit of honors education.
While the “possible selves” theory (Markus and Nurius, 1986) that
Ticknor et al. use as a lens for interpreting their qualitative data enjoys significant support within psychology, as an explanation of racial disparities the
framework shares theoretical similarities with anthropologist John U. Ogbu’s
(Ogbu, 1978; Fordham and Ogbu, 1986) disputed theory of “oppositional
culture” by attempting to show how some minority groups contribute to their
own disadvantage. In brief, this family of theories explains racial disparities in
educational attainment by linking them back to limited opportunities that are
internalized and affect minority students’ self-concept, values, and motivation. These differences in values and motivation in turn lead to various kinds of
resistance to formal schooling that manifest in “self-regulatory,” self-defeating
attitudes and behaviors: “Development can be seen as a process of acquiring
and then achieving or resisting certain possible selves. Through the selection
and construction of possible selves individuals can be viewed as active producers of their own development” (Markus and Nurius, 1986, p. 955). In the
subsequent section, Markus and Nurius elaborate: “In this way, self-concept
becomes a significant regulator of the individual’s behavior” (p. 955). Ogbu’s
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explanation focuses more on the development of an “oppositional culture”
among “involuntary minority” groups, but values and motivations remain a
central theoretical linkage between perceived opportunities and educational
outcomes. His theory became a popular explanation in the 1980s and 1990s,
but empirical scrutiny of the explanation has raised serious doubts about its
ability to describe differential educational outcomes of underrepresented
minorities, especially once differences in socioeconomic status are accounted
for (Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; Downey & Ainsworth-Darnell,
2002; Downey, 2008a; Downey, 2008b; Downey, Ainsworth, & Qian, 2009;
Diamond and Huguley, 2014). As Downey (2008b) says, the “data did not
cooperate” with Ogbu’s predictions: “Rather, we found that blacks expressed
greater optimism about their future, viewed education as more important,
and exhibited more proschool attitudes than whites—all patterns contradicting the [oppositional culture] theory” (p. 108). Comparable analyses have
not yet taken place specifically within honors, so it is difficult to say whether
Ticknor et al.’s findings are generalizable and defensible in the presence of
representative data and rigorous hypothesis testing, but the weight of the evidence against explanations in this theoretical tradition suggests that caution
is warranted. One finding their study does reveal quite clearly, however, is that
minority students value more diversity than many honors programs may have
to offer, thus raising the possibility that honors education is perceived among
minority applicants as a place of social isolation—one in which they may feel
outnumbered, out of place, and unwelcome.
As a review of the related literature indicates, the challenge of inclusivity for honors educators has generated numerous strategies for achieving
greater diversity. The most recent and comprehensive listing of such strategies was compiled by a task force of the National Collegiate Honors Council
and published in a white paper (National Collegiate Honors Council Board
of Directors Task Force, 2020, p. 3). As the authors of that white paper state,
their approaches are intended for a broad audience of higher education
administrators. Not all of the strategies in this list will fit all institutions:
• Frame Honors in Inclusive Ways So That All Students Can See Themselves in the Program’s Language
• Market and Advertise Honors to All Potential Students Rather Than a
Select Few
• Reimagine “Invitation Only” Pathways into Honors to Include an
Open Application Process
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• Develop Holistic Honors Admission Practices That Include Test
Optional, Test Flexible, or Test Blind Approaches
• Develop Transfer-In Options That Provide Seamless Transition from
One Program to Another
• Foster Relationships with Community and Campus Partners (Latinos
in Action, AVID, McNair, Clemente, etc.)
• Eliminate Barriers to Entrance in Honors Programs and Colleges (Application Fees, Enrollment Fees, Minimum Entrance Requirements)
• Eliminate Barriers to Continued Participation in Honors Programs
and Colleges
The white paper provides extended descriptions for each strategy as well as
examples for most.

methods, analytic approach, and data
Our previous research has shown compelling evidence that traditionally
underrepresented minorities and low-income students are, on average, even
more underrepresented in honors than they are in the general undergraduate student body at major universities in the United States (Cognard-Black
and Spisak, 2019). Focusing, however, only on averages, as useful an exercise
as that can be, leads us to overlook what can often be important differences
among honors programs. In this study, we expand on our previous research
in which we used data from the 2018 Student Experience in the Research
University (SERU) Survey to explore demographic factors associated with
honors student status and experiential factors associated with the honors student experience in college.
In our previous study, we noted that black and Hispanic students, in particular, were dramatically underrepresented in honors programs compared to
their numbers in the larger university student bodies from which they were
drawn. On average, black students were only about half as likely to be found
in a university honors program as they were to be found on a college campus.
Hispanic students were slightly better represented but were still 42 percent
less likely to be in honors than they were to be on campus. In other words, at
the typical university in the SERU sample, black and Hispanic students were
substantially underrepresented within a context where black and Hispanic
students were already underrepresented compared to the larger population of
black and Hispanic people in the United States (see the endnote for a further
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explanation of sampling procedures in that study). On many college campuses, then, honors students tend to be disproportionately white and Asian,
as the SERU data demonstrate.
Similarly, low-income students, as indicated by the receipt of a Federal
Pell grant at some point in college, were also significantly and substantially
underrepresented among honors students compared to the larger student
bodies at SERU schools. Indeed, only 27.5 percent of honors students selfidentifying in the SERU sample reported having ever received a Pell grant
compared to 40.5 percent of non-honors students, indicating that Pell grant
recipients were 32 percent less likely to be in honors.
Whereas these data from our previous study show that black, Hispanic,
and low-income students are dramatically underrepresented across the universities participating in the survey, one might expect that some honors
programs would be better than others at maintaining a diverse honors student
body and approaching race-ethnic and socioeconomic compositions that better match the universities, locales, and states in which they are situated.
To explore this supposition, our analytic approach was to borrow a model
used by the Chronicle of Higher Education (CHE) in its 2019 article “How Well
Do Freshmen at Flagships Reflect the Share of Underrepresented Minorities
in Their States?” (CHE, 2019). The CHE approach was to calculate for flagship universities the percentage of students in the first-year class who were
underrepresented minorities—defined as Native American, black, or Hispanic—and by way of comparison to calculate a difference score between
that percentage and the known percentage of college-age underrepresented
minorities in the state (defined as between 17 and 21 years of age). The 50
flagship universities were then ranked from high to low based on those difference scores. Only 5 out of the 50 leading public universities in the analysis
had underrepresented minority percentages within 3 percentage points of
the state percentage, and only 2 (both in states with unusually small minority
populations) had underrepresented minorities in numbers greater than what
would be expected under a condition of proportional representation. The
other 48 universities all had negative difference scores, indicating underrepresentation compared to the state population, and in most cases the differences
were quite large: one-fourth (13 out of 50) had negative difference scores in
excess of 20 percentage points.
We borrowed the basic approach of the Chronicle model to compare representation of black, Hispanic, and Pell-eligible students in honors education, but
we have adapted it in several respects. First, since we are primarily interested
in honors programs (this terminology throughout includes honors colleges as
92

More Equitable Path

well) within universities, we make our primary focus a comparison between
the percentage of a given group within honors and the percentage of that group
within the larger university where an honors program is housed. Second, since
simple difference scores—one percentage minus another—can exaggerate
differences for schools and states with larger minority populations, compared
to smaller ones, we use a ratio of honors to university percentage for a given
group in order to rank schools. Third, while we rank schools by these ratios to
capture the variation in the extent to which honors underrepresents minority
and low-income students, we use arbitrary numeric school identification codes
to distinguish schools in tabular presentations to preserve the anonymity of
schools in the SERU sample. We preserve anonymity because ranking schools
on any metric for the purposes of identifying which is better and which is worse
is problematic in that the ranking can make what are often small differences in
the underlying metric seem more important than they really are.
Part of our goal in this phase of our research is to identify schools that
appear to be doing better in terms of proportional representation for the purposes of a case study of exemplary honors programs that we pursue in a second
phase of this project discussed later. We do not, however, wish to name, call
out, and publicize individual schools for doing better or worse. Our purpose
is to explore variation and then make some attempt at theorizing about that
variation, not publicly to shame or reward specific schools.
The case study methodology employed in the second phase of our project is a qualitative approach that involves focus on a single or small number of
specific cases for in-depth examination as illustrative examples of a larger phenomenon. The case study is an approach commonly used in organizational
and other social science research (see, for example, Kanter’s Men and Women
of the Corporation, 1977a). In the case study analysis, we continue to use the
convention of omitting specific school names to preserve the confidentiality
of the schools and personnel involved.
Data
Our primary source of data in this investigation is the 2018 Student Experience in the Research University (SERU) Survey, an annual survey of the
undergraduate experience at research universities in the United States (Center for Studies in Higher Education, 2018). The SERU survey data include
a variety of measures of student demographic characteristics, such as race
and ethnicity, and the survey also includes data for a question about having
ever received a Federal Pell grant as well as an indicator of honors program
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participation. In our previous research, we have described the SERU Survey
and discussed its unique strengths and weaknesses for research exploring the
honors student experience as well as the characteristics of honors students
themselves (Cognard-Black and Spisak, 2019).
The SERU project uses an online census methodology to survey undergraduate students at research intensive universities and gather student-level
data. In 2018, 19 consortium universities took part in the survey: the nine
campuses of the University of California system and ten large public universities, all with the R1 Carnegie classification. While these schools were not
randomly selected, they nevertheless represent an important segment of U.S.
colleges and universities. Research 1 universities are only 3 percent of all the
institutions of higher education in the United States, but those 131 schools
have a large footprint in American education. Together, R1 universities enroll
almost one-third (31.5%) of the students at traditional four-year degree
schools in recent years (Center for Postsecondary Research, 2018), and the
19 schools participating in SERU in 2018 enroll about one-sixth (17.6%) of
all those R1 university students.
The total SERU sample size was 118,852 undergraduate students, with
15,280 students reporting current participation in or completion of an
honors program. Those interested in the details regarding sample sizes, distribution of respondents across participating schools, and response rates will
find them in our previously published work (see Cognard-Black and Spisak,
2019, Appendix). While response rates vary considerably from school to
school, and response is generally higher at University of California campuses,
the overall 2018 SERU response rate was 24.8 percent. This rate of response
is reasonably good for online surveys, and it is also consistent with rates
reported for similar surveys such as the National Survey of Student Engagement (Center for Postsecondary Research, 2016).
For the purposes of validity checks and basic points of comparison, we
supplement SERU data with estimates of university and state percentages
derived, respectively, from actual student-level data reported by universities to
the U.S. Department of Education’s Integrated Postsecondary Education Data
System (IPEDS) and from the Chronicle report discussed earlier (CHE, 2019).
We omitted two SERU schools from our analysis because we determined
from searches of university websites that, while they may have some presence
of what is often referred to as departmental honors or honors in the major,
those schools do not have a broader honors program or college at either the
university level or within a college of liberal arts and sciences, where such
programs are often housed.
94

More Equitable Path

Measures
Honors Student Status
Our measure of honors student status is derived from a single question
asked of students as part of a set of possible undergraduate experiences. The
common question stem for the set reads, “Have you completed or are you
now participating in the following activities at [University Name]?” with
response options allowing for “No” or “Yes, doing now or have done.” Our
measure of honors participation is based on the response for “honors program” within that question set. The question wording does not allow us to
distinguish between those who currently are in an honors program and those
who may have started in honors but subsequently left due to attrition or
dismissal. This likely introduces some unknowable degree of error that we
discussed in our previous published work (Cognard-Black and Spisak, 2019,
p. 134), but SERU remains one of the best sources of data with national reach
to be able to make comparisons of honors and non-honors students.
Race-Ethnicity and Pell-Eligibility
Our measures of black and Hispanic identity were derived from a set of
Yes/No measures asking respondents to indicate whether they identified as
one or more of a set of racial and ethnic categories: “International Students,”
“Hispanic or Latino,” “American Indian or Alaskan Native,” “Asian,” “Black or
African American,” “Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander,” “White,” or “Race/
Ethnicity Unknown.” Multiple responses were allowed. We used responses
to these discrete questions in constructing a measure of race-ethnicity consistent with those used widely throughout higher education. The result is an
operationalization of race and ethnicity that, for instance, distinguishes those
with Hispanic background from others in conventional racial categories (e.g.,
non-Hispanic white, non-Hispanic black, etc.). The complete distribution
has been presented and discussed in greater detail previously (Cognard-Black
and Spisak, 2019).
Our measure of Pell eligibility was derived from a Yes/No question asking, “Have you ever received a Pell grant?” This question will result in higher
estimates of Pell participation than those typically included in official reports
that are based on data from a given academic year, but this discrepancy is of no
particular concern, for reasons that we discuss in the presentation of results.
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results
Tables 1–3 present, respectively, the variation in representation of black,
Hispanic, and Pell-eligible students in honors. The second and third columns
in the body of the tables present the percentage for a given group—e.g., black,
Hispanic—in the school’s honors program and the percentage for that group
for the entire university, both estimated from the SERU data. The differences
between these two columns are the primary focus of our analysis.
Since these estimates are based on survey responses for which there
would likely be some unknown degree of non-response bias, we also present
a column for the fall 2017 official university percentage that was reported to
the U.S. Department of Education (IPEDS). While it is the third column that
is labeled “University,” the IPEDS column presents university numbers, too,
and to the extent that the SERU estimates fairly reflect the true underlying
student population, the numbers in the third and fourth columns should be
identical. Since there is usually some non-response bias in survey estimates,
however, these numbers are not identical, but we note that they are usually
very close, a fact that would seem to indicate that the SERU data are very
close to the true undergraduate population in terms of race and ethnicity.
The principal exception to the otherwise close correspondence between
SERU and IPEDS is in Table 3, where the percentages in the “University”
and “IPEDS” columns can differ by quite a bit. In one case those numbers
differ by as much as nearly 17 percentage points, and all these differences
are such that the University percentage is larger than the IPEDS percentage. While this might seem to make the SERU data problematic for the Pell
analysis, we argue that it is not. These differences exist because the IPEDS
percentage reflects only those students who were eligible for a Pell grant in
the 2017–2018 academic year whereas the SERU survey question asked students whether they had ever received a Pell grant at any time during college,
which for more senior students will have been a significantly longer period.
Since our purpose is to compare the “Honors” and “University” percentages,
which both derive from the same survey question, and since our purpose is
to make comparisons among schools all using the same survey methodology,
these discrepancies are of no particular concern.
To attempt to settle any doubts, we calculated Pearson’s correlation coefficients for the University and IPEDS columns in each table to assess how
closely the SERU data correspond with the official IPEDS data. The correlations for Tables 1 and 2 were both what is usually regarded as very high (r =
.86 for the percent black in Table 1; r = .996 for the percent Hispanic in Table
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2)—which is not surprising in light of how visibly close the percentages are
in those columns. In the case of Table 3 for the analysis of Pell eligibility, the
correlation was also exceptionally high (r = .985). These strong associations
should give even the most cautious readers confidence that the SERU numbers are an adequate reflection of the underlying student body despite the
24.8 percent response rate and despite the possibility of some non-response
bias. The marginally lower correlation for the data in Table 1 suggests that
non-response bias may be more of a problem for the analysis of black student representation, but the correlation there is still so high that it should ease
most concerns.
Finally, we have included a column (column 1) indicating whether a
school was a member of the National Collegiate Honors Council. We have
collected and presented this information because we were interested in finding out whether affiliation with NCHC might have some association with
greater URM representation. We do not have a strong theoretical basis for
an expectation that NCHC member institutions have better URM representation within honors, especially since our survey data preceded the recent
prioritization of diversity in the NCHC strategic plan, but given this recent
interest and strategic priority, we wanted to explore the question.
Schools in the tables are sorted from high to low by the column presenting ratios of honors to university percent black, percent Hispanic, and percent
Pell-eligible, respectively. These ratios were derived by dividing the percentage
in the “Honors” column by the percentage in the “University” column, and
they provide an intuitive measure of the degree to which honors approximates
(or not) proportional representation of the group in focus for a given table.
For instance, ratios below 1.0 in Table 1 indicate that black students are underrepresented in honors relative to their numbers in the overall student body as
well as just how underrepresented they are. Scores near 0.5 in Table 1 indicate
a situation where the percentage of honors students who are black is half (a
proportion of .5, or 50%) the percentage of the general student body who are
black, as in the case of school #1, where the percentage for honors is 2.4, just a
little more than half the 4.5 percent black for the overall student body.
For Tables 1 and 2, we also present the ratio of honors percentage to the
state population percentage in the far-right column for comparison. These
ratios are derived from percentages (not presented in tables) for a given
group in the larger college-age population in the state (17–21 years old).
These data were calculated by the U.S. Census Bureau in collaboration
with the National Center for Education Statistics and were provided to the
authors by CHE analyst Ruth Hammond. These are the very same state-level
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data for underrepresented minorities used in the Chronicle article discussed
above. No such estimates were provided for Pell-eligible students, so Table
3 does not present comparable honors to state ratios. We note that, as we
point out in our previous research (Cognard-Black and Spisak, 2019), percentages of black students in the student body themselves do not at all well
represent the overall population in the state. Thus, the honors to state ratios
are, with one unusual exception (discussed below), always much smaller than
the honors to university ratios, a fact consistent with the larger problem of

Table 1.	Percent Black in Honors vis-à-vis the University
and State Populations
School ID
School #6
School #2
School #7
School #17
School #4
School #10
School #16
School #5
School #15
School #3
School #1
School #8
School #13
School #9
School #11
School #12
School #14
Average

NCHC Honors University IPEDS Honors vs. Honors vs.
Member
(%)
(%)
(%) University ↓a
State
No
3.6
3.5
4.2
1.02
.54
Yes
3.0
3.1
3.8
.98
.26
Yes
3.9
4.0
3.9
.97
.59
No
5.6
5.9
7.7
.96
.25
Yes
2.0
2.2
2.9
.93
.31
No
1.6
1.9
2.3
.83
.24
No
3.6
4.5
4.5
.80
.27
Yes
1.7
2.4
2.7
.72
.26
Yes
3.2
4.8
5.6
.67
.23
Yes
5.1
8.5
8.4
.60
.33
No
2.4
4.5
8.6
.53
.14
No
0.9
1.8
3.2
.49
.13
No
1.9
3.9
5.3
.48
.21
No
1.3
2.8
3.0
.46
.20
Yes
1.2
2.7
3.8
.45
.20
No
1.9
4.5
5.0
.41
.11
Yes
0.0
1.7
2.8
.00
.00
2.5
3.7
4.6
.67
.25

Note: IPEDS data are from fall 2017, the same academic year as the SERU survey. Data for percent
black in the state used to determine Honors vs. State ratios are for 17 to 21 year olds and come from
The Chronicle of Higher Education (2019). Those percentages were derived from estimates prepared by
the U.S. Census Bureau for July 1, 2017. Chronicle data were provided courtesy of Ruth Hammond at
The Chronicle of Higher Education, taken from the CDC-INFO interface at <https://wonder.cdc.gov/
Bridged-Race-v2018.HTML>.
a
Schools in the table are sorted by the ratio of honors to university percent black.
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underrepresentation found in the Chronicle of Higher Education analysis discussed earlier (CHE, 2019).
The average ratio of honors to university representation for all three tables
indicates that, for the typical school in the SERU sample, limited income and
URM students are underrepresented in honors by about 30 percent (average H/U ratios of .67, .73, and .73 for Tables 1, 2, and 3), but examination
of the tables reveals considerable variation across honors programs in diversity and in the degree of proportional representation relative to the university

Table 2.	Percent Hispanic in Honors vis-à-vis the University
and State Populations
School ID
School #17
School #4
School #15
School #13
School #6
School #10
School #7
School #11
School #2
School #5
School #12
School #8
School #1
School #9
School #16
School #14
School #3
Average

NCHC Honors University IPEDS Honors vs. Honors vs.
Member
(%)
(%)
(%) University ↓a
State
No
7.7
7.6
7.7
1.01
.68
Yes
24.9
27.9
29.4
.89
.50
Yes
3.2
3.7
4.1
.88
.32
No
4.1
4.8
4.7
.84
.53
No
23.1
27.6
27.5
.84
.47
No
28.7
34.6
33.7
.83
.58
Yes
37.1
45.1
45.7
.82
.75
Yes
7.0
8.6
8.7
.82
.87
Yes
4.7
6.4
6.3
.74
.53
Yes
23.1
32.5
32.0
.71
.46
No
5.0
7.1
6.8
.71
.70
No
17.4
26.3
23.0
.66
.35
No
2.8
4.4
5.2
.64
.39
No
18.6
33.9
32.2
.55
.38
No
13.6
25.6
25.5
.53
.29
Yes
6.9
13.7
15.2
.50
.35
Yes
7.9
15.8
15.3
.50
.33
13.9
19.1
19.0
.73
.50

Note: IPEDS data are from fall 2017, the same academic year as the SERU survey. Data for percent
Hispanic in the state used to determine Honors vs. State ratios are for 17 to 21 year olds and come
from The Chronicle of Higher Education (2019). Those percentages were derived from estimates
prepared by the U.S. Census Bureau for July 1, 2017. Chronicle data were provided courtesy of Ruth
Hammond at The Chronicle of Higher Education, taken from the CDC-INFO interface at <https://
wonder.cdc.gov/Bridged-Race-v2018.HTML>.
a
Schools in the table are sorted by the ratio of honors to university percent Hispanic.
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environment in which they find themselves. While black and Hispanic students are quite underrepresented in honors at some schools—with about
one-fourth to one-third having half as many URM students in honors as in
the overall student body—representation is much better at other schools
and approaches parity in about one-third of cases (schools with, say, ratios
of around 0.85 or higher, indicating a 15% or smaller gap to proportional
representation).
While traditionally underrepresented minorities are fairly well represented in honors at some schools relative to their numbers in the university,
they remain far underrepresented in almost all of these honors programs relative to their numbers in the states where they are located. In large part, this
underrepresentation is a function of being underrepresented at the university

Table 3.	Percent Pell-Eligible in Honors vis-à-vis the
University Population
School ID
School #4
School #6
School #8
School #10
School #5
School #7
School #17
School #11
School #12
School #15
School #1
School #9
School #2
School #16
School #13
School #14
School #3
Average

NCHC
Member
Yes
No
No
No
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes
No
No
Yes
No
No
Yes
Yes

Honors
(%)
43.5
34.5
38.4
38.9
39.8
47.3
14.3
19.7
18.8
15.8
17.3
31.2
15.8
18.6
15.3
19.2
21.2
26.5

University
(%)
48.1
40.8
45.6
46.4
50.6
61.6
19.1
26.8
26.0
22.3
24.7
44.5
24.2
29.0
25.6
32.8
38.0
35.6

IPEDS
(%)
39.0
34.0
34.0
39.0
42.0
56.0
12.0
19.0
15.0
16.0
22.0
36.0
17.0
24.0
19.0
25.0
29.0
28.1

Honors vs.
University ↓a
.91
.85
.84
.84
.79
.77
.75
.74
.72
.71
.70
.70
.65
.64
.60
.59
.56
.73

Note: IPEDS data are from fall 2017, the same academic year as the SERU survey.
a
Schools in the table are sorted by the ratio of honors to university percent Pell-eligible.
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to begin with, and this is particularly true for black students; the typical university has, on average, only 25 percent (see Honors to State ratio of 0.25 in
Table 1) as many black students in honors as in the college-age black population in the corresponding state where the university is located. We discussed
this issue in some greater detail in our previous report: “Research 1 universities do not, in general, have enrollments that are especially representative of
ethnic and racial minorities. This problem goes beyond honors, affecting the
larger institutional environments in which honors programs and colleges are
located, and it is a problem of which we should be aware” (Cognard-Black and
Spisak, 2019, p. 140).
As with race and ethnic diversity, there is also considerable variation
across honors programs in socioeconomic diversity, as measured by Federal
Pell grant eligibility. While Pell-eligible students are far underrepresented in
honors at some schools, representation is much better at other schools, with
the ratios of honors to university representation ranging from 0.56 up to a
relatively impressive 0.91.
As readers will readily see, NCHC members are scattered from top to
bottom on all three lists, so there seems to be no relationship between NCHC
membership and representation of URM students. Since the National Collegiate Honors Council Board of Directors has in the last several years begun to
emphasize these issues in a new and more vigorous way, these efforts may not
yet be reflected in the 2018 administration of the SERU Survey.
The bottom line is that at every university in this sample very few African
American students are in honors, either in absolute or in relative terms. Half
of the schools have honors programs with a 2.0 or lower percentage of black
students, and one of these schools had so few black honors students that none
showed up in the SERU sample (School #14). The situation is only slightly
better for Hispanic students in honors, where half of schools have an honors
percentage lower than 8 percent.
Case Study Results
To better understand some of the possible factors that contribute to better
representation of traditionally underrepresented minorities and low-income
students, we undertook a case study as a complement to our quantitative
findings. Using the results from the research presented above, we identified a small sample of schools that appeared to do especially well in terms
of high Honors-to-University ratios presented in Tables 1–3. To do so, we
first created a composite measure of each school’s relative placement across
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all three measures by calculating the mean rank for each university across all
three tables. The correlations among the three different rankings presented
in Tables 1–3 are moderately strong (r ≈ .5), and there appears to be some
tendency for schools that appear low on one ranking to appear low on other
rankings. School 14, for instance, appears at or near the bottom of all three
tables, and another four schools appear in the bottom half of all three rankings. On the other end of the distributions, five schools appear in the top half
of all three rankings (4, 6, 7, 10, and 17), and the remaining seven schools
either tend toward the middle of all three distributions or have a more erratic
pattern of rankings resulting in averages that placed them toward the middle.
Based on this analysis, in summer 2020 we contacted honors directors or other high-ranking honors administrators at four schools appearing
in the top half of the distribution. We presented these individuals with the
data discussed in the tables above, informed them that their honors program
appeared to be well-positioned at the top of one or more of these rankings,
and asked if they would be willing to reflect on possible reasons for the strong
placement.
In June 2020, we received a detailed email from one of the case study university contacts discussing a variety of programs and other features of honors
that bear on DEI, and in July we conducted a one-hour informational interview, via the Zoom online video conferencing application, with the honors
director and an associate director at a second university about their approach
to diversity and inclusion in honors. The two other schools responded
briefly by email but indicated that more information would be needed; those
exchanges resulted in dead ends to communication. It should be noted that
these requests were made in the summer after the outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic and in the midst of widespread Black Lives Matter protests following the killing by police of George Floyd in Minneapolis, Minnesota, in May
2020. Many contemporary readers will readily recall the challenges these
issues created on campuses and in society at large in the months leading up to
the fall 2020 semester, possibly resulting in less responsiveness than we might
have received at another time.
Despite these challenges, the qualitative data resulting from the email and
interview exchanges we did have point to important approaches within honors that may be associated with relatively high URM and Pell-eligible student
representation in honors, maximizing the chances that programs approximate
the racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic diversity on campus. As a check on the
validity of our results, we asked our respondents to review an earlier draft of
this paper and correct any factual mistakes or errors of interpretation. The
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interview subjects all responded and made only two small factual corrections,
both of which are reflected in the final version presented here.
Table 4 summarizes key revelations across both schools featured in our
case study, organized by what will probably be a familiar tripartite taxonomy
including admission, recruitment, and persistence. These approaches point

Table 4.	Highlighted Honors Program Features among
Schools Ranking Highly on DEI Representation
Admissions
• Using holistic admissions criteria that, in particular, de-emphasize use of standardized test scores and give greater weight to contributions to community and other
forms of commitment
Recruitment
• Making direct phone calls to encourage and welcome first-generation, limitedincome, and underrepresented minority students about a month before the SIR
[Statement of Intent to Register] deadline
• Hosting a special “preview day” to “showcase diversity” to prospective students in
the spring about two months before the SIR deadline
Persistence
• Providing peer mentoring that specifically matches new and 3rd- or 4th-year
minority, limited income, and first-generation honors students
• Hiring specific staff in honors that are dedicated entirely or in large part to diversity, equity, and inclusion
• Articulating a stated goal in the program’s strategic plan to increase diversity
among honors faculty
• Articulating a stated goal in the program’s strategic plan to recruit an honors
cohort that “reflects the diversity of the institution”
• Nurturing of a culture within honors that values diversity and promotes equity
and inclusion
• Explicitly and visibly promoting “inclusive excellence” on the program’s frontfacing honors website
• Budgeting funds each year earmarked specifically to pay for diversity, equity, and
inclusion speakers and performances
• Hosting a visiting scholar program that brings diverse speakers to campus
• Promoting a culture where honors faculty center issues of diversity in their
courses—“Often in the titles . . . but always in the content”
• Including demographic breakdowns of race/ethnicity and first-generation status as a regular part of an honors “data forum” held each semester
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to the obvious importance that student recruitment and admissions policies
play in bringing underrepresented minority and limited-income students to
honors, but the weight of the approaches also highlights the importance of
strategies that go beyond the point of entry into honors. In particular, these
strategies include promoting a culture of inclusiveness designed to make
underrepresented students feel welcome and valued, thus potentially improving retention, persistence, and completion among those students who are
admitted. These efforts are important in their recognition that the composition of the honors student body is a function not only of the gatekeeping
criteria used to admit students into honors but also of the choices that students make about whether they might apply to honors in the first place (at
schools where application is involved); whether they will accept offers of
admission from honors programs; whether they will have the support necessary for them to be successful; and whether they will continually make
decisions to stay in honors after they begin and thus persist all the way to
program completion.
While holistic admissions policies that relied less heavily on standardized
testing were emphasized as key during the interview we conducted, and while
the associate director indicated that they have fostered a strong connection
with the office of undergraduate admissions, attention to admissions turned
out to be a point of departure for a much longer conversation about features
designed to make underrepresented minorities and limited-income students
feel they belonged in honors and could find a community in the program.
Both in that interview and in the email exchange with the other responding
school, many of the specific details offered in reply to our questions fit better
into the categories of recruitment and persistence.
The one school that did particularly well in Pell-eligible and Hispanic
student representation indicated that, about two months before the student
aid commitment deadline, they held a “preview day” for admitted students
that was designed to “showcase diversity” to prospective students. About
one month before their SIR deadline (Statement of Intent to Register), the
associate director, who was from an underrepresented minority group and
grew up with limited income, made direct calls to students from URM and
limited-income backgrounds with the specific goals of encouraging them,
making them feel valued and welcome, and connecting with them as a person
of similar experience who has been successful academically:
We are very intentional in making sure that we develop a list of individuals who have a single, double, or triple variable—who may be
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first-gen., limited income, or URM—and we call them, we make outreach to them, talk to them about the program, demystify some of
the myths that they have about honors—that it’s AP, that it’s IB. No.
It’s not like that. It’s a small, close-knit community . . . and we’re very
intentional about that. (Associate Director, taken from interview
transcription of audio recording)
The director of honors during that same interview made it a point to say that,
in agreeing to serve as director, it was an important goal to hire an associate
director who could make those kinds of connections with diverse students;
they wanted someone who had excellent administrative skills and whose
“background and interest were absolutely consistent with the diversity,
equity, and inclusion goals of the program . . .” (quotation taken from interview transcription).
Having specific honors professionals charged with diversity and inclusivity was important in the case of the second school, too. The email exchange
with the representative from that school revealed that they not only had an
honors faculty member with a 25 percent (full-time equivalent, FTE) assignment as the director of diversity and inclusion initiatives within the honors
college, but they also had a student life professional in the honors program
with an assignment devoted 25 percent FTE to work specifically with that
director.
For those honors programs that may not have the resources or cannot
for other reasons have honors professionals with job descriptions dedicating
them to diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts, this second university points
to a constellation of other activities and programs that, while the representative did not use these terms, promote a culture that values diversity and
equity and thus might serve meaningfully to accomplish inclusivity. Both
in the exchange with that school and in the interview with the other, part
of the success of the schools appeared to derive from the fact that they offer
robust programming that makes clear to underrepresented students that their
experience and presence in honors matter. Both programs included clear,
front-facing articulations about the value of diversity on the program websites and, in the case of one university, also included not just occasional events
about diversity but regular and sustained event programming and annual
budget allocations for such programs.
As an important part of this culture of inclusivity, both honors programs
had taken affirmative steps to make sure that the people helping to run the
program and teach its courses reflected the diversity that they hoped to
105

Cognard-Black and Spisak

witness among the students. One of the two schools in the case study did
particularly well in representation of black students in honors, and as the
representative from that university mentioned in our email exchange, “we
have the most ethnically/racially diverse faculty on campus. We are small
but mighty in this area” (quotation taken from email exchange). While faculty diversity may not be practical on every campus, it seems to be critically
important, in solving the DEI puzzle, to make sure that role models among
honors professional staff and faculty include those who look similar and have
similar experiences to prospective and current minority students. Given the
small number of non-white honors directors among NCHC member institutions, increasing diversity among honors professionals would also distinguish
those honors programs that accomplish it. According to the “NCHC 2016
Census of U.S. Honors Programs and Colleges,” only 3.8 percent of responding honors directors/deans in 2016 were black, and only 2.5 percent reported
Hispanic identity (omitting historically black colleges and universities from
the analysis, the number for black directors/deans actually shrinks to about
1%; NCHC, n.d.). The racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic diversity of honors
professional staff and faculty is beyond the scope of this paper, but faculty
diversity is clearly crucial to creating a culture of inclusion in education.
Future research is needed to better understand the full extent and causes of
racial and ethnic homogeneity among honors professionals.

discussion and conclusion
We have attempted to provide an empirical sketch of the variability among
honors programs in the representation of key underrepresented minority
groups as well as to identify programmatic features of honors programs that
appear to be doing especially well in that representation.
Perhaps most important among our findings is that many of the honors
programs in this sample appear to be failing at even proportional representation
of key underrepresented minority groups on their campuses. This underrepresentation in honors programs compounds the significant underrepresentation
on many college campuses to begin with, perhaps especially at the major
research universities in the SERU sample (Cognard-Black and Spisak, 2019).
Moreover, even at those SERU schools where black and Hispanic students show up in honors in roughly proportional numbers compared to their
presence on campus, the incontrovertible fact is that only small numbers of
Hispanic and, especially, black students find themselves in honors programs.
This reality means that black and Hispanic students often find themselves in
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numbers far, far below the 15 percent threshold that Kanter (1977a, 1977b)
posited as the line of demarcation for token status. Sociologists since Georg
Simmel (1950) in the nineteenth century have described how group size
affects social interaction. In her landmark study Men and Women of the Corporation, Kanter (1977a) describes the negative consequences for token status
in highly skewed work groups, including heightened visibility of tokens that
leads to performance pressures and “role entrapment” in which preexisting
generalizations and stereotypes “tend to force them into playing limited and
caricatured roles” (Kanter, 1977b, p. 980). The heightened visibility and role
entrapment can lead to significant consequences such as social isolation, stress,
and self-distortion that increase the likelihood of departure and attrition, and
this in turn may undermine any ongoing attempts at minority student recruitment. As Kanter (1977b) puts it in the closing lines of her companion article
appearing in the American Journal of Sociology, “The dynamics of tokenism
also operate in such a way as to perpetuate the system that keeps members
of the token’s category in short supply; the presence of a few tokens does not
necessarily pave the way for others—in many cases, it has the opposite effect”
(p. 988). To the extent that these predictions apply to minority students on
college campuses and in honors programs, merely achieving proportional
representation on campus may not be enough; perhaps we should instead be
thinking in terms of significant, meaningful representation where minority
students will find enough others with shared identity and lived experience to
mitigate the most pernicious effects of extreme token status. The results from
research by Ticknor et al. (2020) highlight how important thinking about such
meaningful representation is for minority students who choose not to apply
to their honors program: “Overall, our students valued diversity and assumed
that the honors college was not intellectually or racially diverse” (p. 80).
We believe that our results provide compelling quantitative and qualitative evidence of how far honors education in the United States needs to go just
to approach proportional representation for historically underrepresented
minorities, and we have described the effectiveness of certain strategies that
may be deployed to accomplish such representation, but readers should keep
in mind several limitations while evaluating these findings and conclusions
for themselves.
First, the SERU survey item that identifies students as “honors” may
present some challenges in terms of validity. The survey item asks students
to self-identify as honors students. In addition to some issues with wording
raised in the discussion of honors measurement above, some students may
be confused by such a question for a variety of reasons. Perhaps they were
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admitted to an honor society. Perhaps they have participated in departmental
honors but not in their campus-wide honors program. While students in the
honors program or honors college are likely good about self-identifying as
honors students, some unknown number of others may report that they are
honors students when they have never been in the university honors program.
Second, small non-response biases in SERU across race and ethnic
groups at different schools could potentially have sizeable influence on how
representative an individual honors program looks. Our estimates for group
percentages from SERU correspond closely with IPEDS percentages, and
in the case of black and Hispanic percentages these estimates are also quite
close. That finding is a good indication that such a limitation surrounding
non-response bias is only a small one, but we do not have good race and ethnicity composition data for honors programs nationally that we can use to
corroborate these data, so it is hard to assess the impact of any potential nonresponse bias that would affect race and ethnicity estimates, especially for
honors programs relative to larger university populations.
Third, the case study approach offers an idiographic approach to understanding specific individual cases. While we have tried to strategically select
individual honors programs that did especially well in terms of proportional
representation of traditionally underrepresented minority groups, we should,
as ever, remain cautious about drawing firm conclusions based on small
numbers of cases alone. Ideally, future research in this area will collect more
detailed data for larger samples of honors programs, looking at the kinds of
program features identified here and rigorously testing hypotheses about the
unique effects of those features on minority student representation in honors.
We do not believe, however, that any of these limitations would significantly change the central findings of this study or the conclusions that flow
from them. While many who work in honors may be aware of the lack of
racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic diversity in their programs, the results presented here provide a clearer glimpse at the extent of the problem and help
to illuminate an issue of growing importance in the community of honors
educators. While some of the barriers to opportunity within society are
beyond the control of those on any one college campus or within any one
office or division of the campus community, we as honors educators can
make our campuses more welcoming places for underrepresented groups. As
leaders in institutions that are centrally important in helping to determine
the careers and class trajectories of citizens, we have an especially important
role in this regard. Working toward a more diverse and inclusive campus is
about fairness and making opportunities available to those who are willing
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and able to take advantage of them, not just those fortunate enough to inherit
material and social advantages by chance of birth. Moreover, diversity and
inclusion are also about the importance of creating environments open to
the voices of divergent experiences on which critical inquiry depends. The
greater the diversity of opinions, the stronger the foundation for arriving at
a more complete understanding and avoiding the groupthink that homogeneity encourages. To the extent that we are able to move beyond exclusion,
beyond mere tolerance of difference, and toward an inclusive appreciation for
the full range of human experience and perspectives, we can all see further
and with greater clarity; thus, we all benefit. Too often, we talk about and
settle for tolerance of difference—but learning to appreciate difference is the
key to a more civil, just, and humane society.

note
We excluded the nine California schools from the sample for our analyses of racial composition in our earlier work because one of our interests
in that project was estimating racial and ethnic composition within honors
nationally. Both the state of California itself and the major universities in the
California sample are different from the rest of the nation because of their
relatively large Asian American and Hispanic populations. What is more, as a
University of California project, SERU includes all nine of its liberal arts and
sciences universities, giving them an inordinate influence on the overall sample estimates for race and ethnic composition if they had not been excluded.
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Abstract: Common to most colleges and universities across the United States,
honors programs are often criticized as havens for academically elite and privileged
students. To help address concerns about the recruitment and retention of diverse
honors students, this study presents a systematic review (2000–2019, inclusive)
of published literature relating to diversity in honors education (n = 66). Identifying six emergent themes, authors examine the types of research presented in the
literature; how diversity is defined by scholars; and programmatic best practices
for increasing student diversity. A thorough description of one program’s flexible,
innovative, and adaptive strategies for curricular improvement, recruitment practices, and the admissions process reveals how research-driven initiatives can yield
substantial gains in recruiting and retaining students from minority and lower socioeconomic backgrounds. A discussion of inclusive community building and social
justice orientation is provided, and ideas for future research are suggested.
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H

onors programs in higher education vary in size, student makeup,
and overall programming across institutions, but, as they continue to
evolve, one area of growing concern has been recruiting and retaining students from diverse backgrounds. A systematic review, modeled on Denyer
and Tranfield (2009), of the last twenty years (2000–2019) of scholarship
on the recruitment and retention of diverse students in honors can enable
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a better understanding of definitions of diversity, methodologies commonly
used to study diversity, best practices for recruiting and retaining diverse students, and areas in need of further investigation. As a consequence of this
kind of research, the Slippery Rock University Honors College has substantially increased its recruitment and retention of students from minority and
low socioeconomic backgrounds within a mid-sized, public university in
western Pennsylvania.
Honors programs in colleges and universities are home to some of higher
education’s best prepared, motivated, and engaged students. Although inquiry
into the enrollment of diverse students in higher education includes a significant body of research, less scrutiny has been paid in the past to the types of
academic programs as well as co-curricular opportunities to which students
from minority backgrounds, lower socioeconomic status, and first-generation
college students have access once they are admitted into higher education
(Bastedo & Gumport, 2003). Given this lack of scholarly focus, many honors
programs have failed to adequately address issues of enrollment and retention
for diverse students or to realize the benefits of a culturally diverse honors
population (Pittman, 2004). Addressing gaps in the enrollment and retention of honors students from diverse backgrounds is a necessary first step in
creating honors programs that are inclusive and fully engaging. Nearly twenty
years ago, both Pittman (2004) and Bastedo and Gumport (2003) pointed
out that little research had been done into why there appeared to be such a
disparity in the enrollment and active participation of minority students in
honors programs. This research now exists and can be used to guide changes
within honors programs to create more inclusive honors spaces.

methodology
We first established a search protocol to identify all peer-reviewed publications including the term “diversity” in the traditional sources of published
honors scholarship that can be found in international databases. These publications include Honors in Practice (2005–2019), the Journal of the National
Collegiate Honors Council (2000–2019), and the NCHC Monograph Series
(2000–2019). Additionally, the scope of peer-reviewed publication sources
extended to all manuscripts found within ERIC and Education Source databases published between 2000 and 2019 that include the search terms “higher
education,” “honors,” and “diversity.” This time range was chosen both to capture the previous twenty years and to correspond to the volume and issue of
the first honors-specific journal, the Journal of the National Collegiate Honors
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Council (JNCHC). A total of 176 manuscripts were gathered from the NCHC
publications and the database search within Education Source and ERIC. Initial review allowed 110 manuscripts to be removed from the analysis as false
positives; these occurred primarily in the non-honors-specific publications
when authors referred to a diversity of ideas or wished to honor something,
leaving a final collection of 66 manuscripts for analysis.
With a final body of manuscripts established for systematic review, manuscripts were coded for the following attributes: year, source, general scholarship
type (quantitative, qualitative, mixed-method, theoretical/philosophical),
research method(s) employed, N of study participants where applicable, and
type(s) of diversity addressed. A summary of key findings from each manuscript was also created, which allowed the aggregative and algorithmic aspects
of the systematic review process to take place (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009).
We used a spreadsheet to compile the characteristics of each manuscript,
allowing for initial descriptive and comparative statistics to be generated
relating to the composition of the scholarship. Additionally, we summarized,
collated, and analyzed key findings according to an iterative approach common to qualitative research (Tracy, 2019) that makes use of initial, secondary,
and tertiary coding cycles so that emergent themes can be presented with as
much fidelity to the initial reported findings as possible.

findings
Descriptive and Comparative Statistics
The National Collegiate Honors Council (NCHC) is by far the primary publisher of peer-reviewed scholarship relating to diversity in honors.
Its three publication sources—Honors in Practice (HIP), the Journal of the
National Collegiate Honors Council (JNCHC), and the NCHC Monograph
Series—represent 92.4% (n = 61) of the publications relating to diversity in
honors, with outside sources accounting for only 7.6% (n = 5) of manuscripts
on the same topics.
The rate of publication of manuscripts that address diversity and recruitment in honors has accelerated in recent years, with a full 53% of the manuscripts (n = 35) having been published in the past five years (2015–2019).
Spikes in publications occurred in 2010, 2017, and 2019, when NCHC
monographs or JNCHC issues with a special focus on diversity were published (see Figure 1).
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Methodologies vary and often reflect the backgrounds and interdisciplinary nature of those who engage in the scholarship of honors. As a result, all
methodological approaches appear across this body of scholarship although
qualitative and theoretical methodologies dominate the published works (see
Figure 2).
Case studies and literature/experience-based descriptions of best practices are the two most common research methods employed within the
scholarship (see Figure 3). Other methods employed but not included in Figure 3 make up less than 5% of the studies published. They include descriptive
analysis, factor analysis, focus group interviews, propensity score matching,
literature reviews, and thematic analysis.
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The scholarship of diversity in honors heavily favors scholarship with very
few study subjects (n = 10 or less) or with no study subjects at all. When no
specific study subject is identified, scholarship is instead written as an explanation of perceived best practices gathered from the theory espoused in previous
literature, from personal experience, or from both (see Figure 4).
In defining diversity, scholars often refer to multiple types within the same
manuscript. Most often scholars refer to students from different racial (74.2%,
n = 49) and ethnic (72.7%, n = 48) backgrounds, with many also defining
diversity in terms of socioeconomic status (42.4%, n = 28) and gender (37.8%,
n = 25). Discussion of first-generation college students (24.2%, n = 16), sexual
orientation (16.7%, n = 11), and immigrant/international students (13.6%, n
= 9) regularly appear as well. Age, religion, disability, veteran status, political
ideology, and population density (rural, suburban, urban) are each mentioned
rarely (6.1% or less, n = 4 to 1), as shown in Figure 5.
What becomes clear in this analysis is that the scholarship relating to diversity in honors has grown over the past two decades and that it is dominated
by those who engage in qualitative research and those employing theoretical approaches to explain or argue for best practices relating to diversity in
honors. Scholars most often engage in single-subject case studies or write
expository works based on previous literature and/or their own experiences
with no apparent study subject at all. When scholars are discussing diversity,
they most often define diversity in terms of race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and gender.
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Emergent Themes
Six themes that relate to the recruitment and retention of diverse students
into honors programs are common in the scholarship from 2000 to 2019.
These include, from most prevalent to least, program-level improvements
(including curriculum and co-curriculum), inclusive community building,
course-level improvements, holistic admissions, recruitment practices, and
study abroad/cultural immersion experiences. Additionally, orienting toward
social justice appears across four of the six themes, highlighting such an initiative as effective in the recruitment and retention of diverse students into
honors programs.
Program-Level Improvements
Many of the articles describe improvements to honors curricula and
co-curricula, including alternatives to mere checklists for the completion of
programs that value access, equity, and excellence (Klos, 2018, 2019; MateronArum, 2010). Often this improvement includes intentionally embedding
High-Impact Practices (HIPs) within the honors program, including requirements for undergraduate research and experiential/service learning, as well
as social justice approaches to programming that are geared toward challenging conversations about diversity and empowering honors students (Ghosh,
et al., 2010; Jones, 2017; McCoy, 2010; Stoller, 2017; Walters et al., 2019).
The inclusion of such requirements allows honors programs to think of their
benefits less as transactional, credential-driven outcomes than as spaces for
transformative learning in which honors students engage in knowledge production, cultural immersion, and social change.
Another common suggestion is to break down academic silos that can
surround honors programs and instead cultivate connections to other areas of
the college and university—the office for minority affairs, for example—and
include minority-related events as a part of an honors program’s co-curriculum (Materon-Arum, 2010). Additionally, connections with global studies
can support both the inclusion of international students in honors and study
abroad opportunities for honors students (Yaneva et al., 2010). Connections with the office for students with disabilities can ensure that curricular
and co-curricular programming follow principles of universal design for
learning (Arcus, 2010). Kraemer et al. (2004) suggest connecting honors
with libraries, which can provide individualized support for honors theses,
host specialized research classes, and serve as a more inclusive location for
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displaying student work. Such connections can broaden the range of what is
considered honors programming and permit honors students to take advantage of the opportunities present in other areas of student engagement.
What becomes clear from the scholarship is that approaches to creating
honors programs that are more inclusive must ensure that honors curricula
and co-curricula are aligned with the outcomes and missions of both the
honors programs and their universities (Mulliken, 2018) and that programs
are meeting their diversity and inclusionary goals (McCoy, 2010). Regular
assessment of honors programs can determine the degree of success in meeting diversity and inclusionary goals. Guided by assessment, honors programs
should continually evolve their programming both to create flexibility for students and to remain connected to the changing nature of a diverse student
body (MacDonald, 2019; Yarrison, 2019). Program-level changes centered
on providing honors students with opportunities to work toward important ends, such as social justice, while also connecting them to supportive
campus resources can help recruit and retain students from less privileged
backgrounds, encouraging them to see honors as an opportunity to pursue
goals they view as more important than simply earning an honors credential.
Inclusive Community Building
A consistent theme that emerges is mentoring practices specifically
designed to support diverse students who enter honors programs. Mentoring
programs should be formal and structured and should include opportunities
for out-of-class involvement (Sanon-Jules, 2010), offer intensive opportunities to engage in tutoring (Pearson & Kohl, 2010), and form both
faculty-student mentoring relationships (Dowd et al., 2015; MacDonald,
2019) and peer-to-peer relationships that can connect diverse students with
one another (Materon-Arum, 2010; Sanon-Jules, 2010).
Scholars also point to the need for faculty and staff within honors programs who are diverse themselves and appropriately trained in diversity
issues ( Jones, 2017; Pearson & Kohl, 2010; Werth, 2003). Training for faculty and staff should include the ability to detect and resist deficit-minded
perspectives and to challenge notions that established pedagogy fits all students equally ( Jones, 2017; Sanon-Jules, 2010).
A final way that is often suggested to build an inclusive community in
honors is to orient activities toward social justice. Dziesinski et al. (2017),
for instance, suggest having the honors community confront historical issues
of elitism and privilege by reframing the honors experience within a context
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of diversity, social equality, and responsibility, thereby envisioning itself as
working toward a more equitable future. Others argue that social justice orientations must be built from the ground up, paying close attention to and
taking direction from the experiences of honors students and the communities from which they come, rather than taking a top-down approach in which
social justice directions are determined by administrators (Ashton, 2009;
Coleman, 2010; DeLeon, 2010). Social justice orientations appeal to and
include a broad group of potential honors students, and the two methods
described here have yielded gains in the recruitment and retention of diverse
students in multiple honors settings.
Course Level Improvements
Scholarship on retaining more diverse students in honors programs
also focuses on ways to enhance honors-specific courses that foster inclusivity. Building on the often-cited pedagogical work of Paulo Freire (2018),
scholars suggest that honors courses should encourage opportunities for selfreflexivity, critical deliberation, multiple position taking, and class outcomes
oriented toward democratically envisioned opportunities for social justice
(Ghosh et al., 2010; Kotinek, 2010; Mulliken, 2018; Riek & Sheridan, 2010;
Stoller, 2017; Werth, 2003). Once again, a social justice orientation is often
encouraged in the research, highlighting the high degree of impact it can have
on recruiting and retaining diverse students into honors.
Additionally, service learning (Ghosh et al., 2010; Simons et al., 2011)
is a pedagogical process that can be particularly effective at “engender[ing]
understanding and respect for difference and teach[ing] the skills to live,
work, and learn with people representing multiple worldviews, backgrounds,
and circumstances” (Ghosh et al., 2010, p. 129). In many cases, the majority
of honors students realize the benefit of service learning, gaining a greater
respect for and understanding of individuals from different backgrounds and
with a wider array of life experiences (Ghosh et al., 2010).
Finally, undergraduate research opportunities embedded within honors
courses provide opportunities for students to engage in the scholarly production of knowledge (Baxter & Newell, 2012; Dubroy & Leathers, 2015;
Pattillo & Tkacik, 2015), which empowers them by providing the opportunity to contribute to what we know and to see the methods behind the truths
we often accept in social and scientific settings. Opportunities for empowerment of this sort can be appealing especially to students from disadvantaged
backgrounds.
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Holistic Admissions
Scholars often challenge the honors community to look beyond GPA and
standardized test scores in their admission practices, citing ways that these
measures replicate structural inequalities and generally serve as poor predictors of honors program completion (McKay, 2009; Smith & Zagurski, 2013).
Scholars urge that honors programs instead engage in “holistic admissions”
(Badenhausen, 2018; Pearson & Kohl, 2010; Trucker, 2014), direct examples
of which include factoring in the challenges that minority, first-generation,
and those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds often face when making
decisions (Mead, 2018); creating pathways for transfer students (Thomas
et al., 2019); and allowing students to highlight their personal strengths as
qualifications for admissions into honors programs (Yarrison, 2019). Jones
(2017), using a mixed-method comparative analysis of 397 students, found
that by engaging in a holistic admissions process, an honors program increased
its diversity with no negative impact on retention and graduation. As more
honors programs engage in holistic admissions processes, they differentiate
themselves from a historical positioning of honors as a place that primarily benefits students from privileged backgrounds. On the contrary, holistic
admissions enables honors programs to seek out students who demonstrate
motivation and grit, not just those who happen to do well in standardized
testing situations.
Recruitment Practice
Scholars suggest nuanced recruitment strategies that are specifically
geared toward diverse groups, including word-of-mouth recruitment efforts
led by students who are themselves diverse as well as specific efforts to demonstrate that the program is founded on inclusivity and geared toward social
justice (Longo & Falconer, 2003; Honeycutt, 2019; Sanon-Jules, 2010; Yaneva
et al., 2010). Because various types of diversity are intersectional, using financial scholarships to incentivize students from lower socioeconomic groups
has the benefit of increasing students from minority racial and ethnic backgrounds while also increasing first-generation students (DeFrank-Cole et al.,
2009). Once again, scholars are citing the positive impact that a social justice
orientation can have by citing how less privileged students benefit from being
members of an honors program.
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Study Abroad/Cultural Immersion
A final approach often suggested for enhancing the recruitment and
retention of students from disadvantaged backgrounds is providing students
with cultural immersion and/or study abroad opportunities. The value of
such opportunities ranges from assisting students in the development of a
passion for the educational process (Pattillo & Tkacik, 2015) to fostering
a sense of global citizenship (Brown & Cope, 2017). The impact of study
abroad and cultural immersion experiences goes beyond the physical act of
travel to include the cultural education students acquire when preparing for
the experience (Heber et al., 2010). Adopting a critical reflective approach
throughout the experience assists students in better understanding the full
experience while favorably disposing them toward diversity and inclusion
(Montgomery & Vasser, 2011). As a result of such experiences, honors
students learn to live with each other’s differences, and students who have
not previously had access to travel opportunities gain an opportunity often
reserved only for the most privileged.

taking action
Profiting from this analysis and lessons learned through twenty years of
scholarship on the recruitment and retention of diverse students in honors,
our institution made meaningful gains in the recruitment and retention of
underrepresented minority students and students from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds in our honors program. Changing our honors program in three
related ways has enabled us to cast a much broader net for students from more
diverse backgrounds. These changes included connecting students to outlets
for diversity-related and social justice-related opportunities at the program
level, altering our recruitment process to emphasize a social justice orientation, and moving to a holistic admissions process.
At the program level, we began by connecting honors with multiple
offices across our campus, e.g., student engagement and leadership, community-engaged learning, global studies, gender studies, and our office of
inclusive excellence. By creating pathways for students to earn honors credit
by becoming involved with one or more of these offices, we created meaningful connections with each office. Current honors students can participate in
opportunities more likely to be centered on social justice and with a broader
and more diverse array of fellow students. Additionally, students who were
not in honors but were heavily invested in these areas can now see how their
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passions connect to an honors education, with some of them no doubt applying to enter our honors program. These program-level changes permitted our
honors program to become far more inclusive.
Working with these same offices, our honors program tailored our recruitment strategies to appeal to a more varied body of students. We moved our
recruitment message from “honors as the place of the academically elite” to
“honors as the place for those who want to create change.” We never lowered
our academic standards but instead gave those standards a social justice focus.
In consultation with the offices mentioned earlier, we revamped our recruitment materials so they explain how honors students can become active in
social change by choosing courses and co-curricular activities that give them
greater agency on campus, in their community, and in their future lives. This
message and the involvement of our current students in efforts to create social
change have become the primary thrust of our mailers, recruiting events, and
honors orientation process.
Finally, to ensure our ability to recruit highly motivated students from
a much broader background, we shifted from a traditional eligibility based
on high school GPA and SAT/ACT scores to a holistic admissions process.
To be eligible for our honors program now, students require two out of the
following six qualifications: (1) 3.8 high school GPA, (2) 3.25 college GPA,
(3) 1220 SAT or 25 ACT, (4) active or veteran military status, (5) letter of
recommendation from a teacher, school administrator, professor, or work
supervisor, or (6) recommendation from Student Engagement and Leadership, Community-Engaged Learning, Global Studies, Gender Studies, or
Inclusive Excellence. These changes were implemented within one year.
Prior to these changes, underrepresented minority (URM) students
represented between 3.5% and 5% of the yearly recruitment into our honors
program. Following the changes, we are seeing a steady increase in this percentage, with our most recent recruitment year including nearly 30% URM
students. Because socioeconomic status is intersectional with race/ethnicity, we have also nearly quadrupled the number of students in our honors
program who are Pell Grant eligible. We had already benefitted from high
retention rates (over 90%) among our honors students, and those rates have
been unaffected by these changes over the last two years. Mirroring the findings of Jones (2017), these three changes have resulted in our honors program
becoming one of the leading recruiters of URM students in our university
with no negative impact on our retention or graduation rates.
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conclusion
The ways that diverse students can be recruited into and retained within
honors programs in higher education constitute a growing area of interest
among scholars. While scholarship on diversity has in the past focused largely
on racial and ethnic diversity, many of today’s scholars are broadening their
perspectives to include other types of diversity. Suggestions for enhancing
the recruitment and retention of a full diversity of students in honors are varied but relatively consistent across the body of recent literature. Perhaps most
salient in the new scholarship is the emphasis on integrating social justice
orientations within program- and course-level improvements, recruitment
strategies, and inclusive community building. A social justice orientation in
each of these spaces provides greater purpose to being in honors and appeals
to students who wish to improve society by overcoming discriminatory
practices. Social justice goals are particularly appealing to students from disadvantaged backgrounds and as a result can have the largest impact on the
recruitment and retention of diverse students.
For those wanting to ensure that honors is an inclusive space within
higher education, where significant opportunities are not hoarded by the
privileged but instead directed toward equitable educational opportunities,
the best practices presented by the last twenty years of scholarship can serve
as a meaningful guide. In the case of Slippery Rock University, this scholarship guided changes in our honors program, recruitment strategies, and
admissions process. As a result, we changed from an exclusive honors program that provided credentials to students from majority backgrounds into
an inclusive program that appeals to a more diverse body of students, connects them to issues of social justice, and creates opportunities for them to
engage in social change, all while maintaining a rigorous and interdisciplinary
program of study.
Opportunities for Further Research
Much of the research in the twenty-year body of scholarship on diversity
in honors has been qualitative in nature. These studies most commonly are
n = 1 case studies that focus on current practices within a specific institution. Such an approach has limited generalizability/transferability. There is an
evident need for more quantitative studies as well as studies across multiple
institutions, both to diversify the types of evidence used to guide honors programs and to allow evidence of best practices to be triangulated in multiple
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ways. Additionally, many of the works published, especially in Honors in Practice and the Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council, are rather brief
and lack the traditional complexity and depth found in other areas of social
science scholarship. An effort to produce more substantive scholarship, such
as the studies represented in the NCHC Monograph Series, would likely
result in a more systematic contribution to understanding effective ways to
recruit and retain diverse honors students.
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Abstract: Inquiry in Global Studies: Music and Politics is a regular course offering in which first-year honors students examine the social and cultural import of
music in a global context. This qualitative study examines the practical and pedagogical implications of teaching music and politics during the coronavirus crisis.
In a thematic, five-part series analyzing non-Western music both in service to the
government and as protest against it, the author describes how students perceived
the commonalities and diversities in global culture, history, politics, and society
through music while at the same time demonstrating growth in music-making processes and confronting a remote learning paradigm. In a curriculum spanning North
Korea, China, Russia, Cuba, and Iran, the author considers the impact of music
instruction in cultivating an understanding of transnational community. The paper
concludes with selections from the final student showcase and a review of learning
outcomes, prompting honors practitioners to consider how high-impact practices in
the arts can empower students, cultivate community, and give rise to new multicultural competencies. Changes driven by COVID-19 (course content, delivery, and
assessment measures) are presented.
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introduction

P

It’s not those who write the laws that have the greatest impact on
society. It’s those who write the songs.
—Blaise Pascal, 1640

erhaps at no other time in recent history have circumstances been so ripe
for fostering a social and cultural understanding of music and global citizenship in the honors classroom. Spurred by the extraordinary events of 2020,
educators across the globe abruptly shifted gears mid-semester—migrating
to remote platforms, modifying curricula, and mitigating the effects of uncertainty and social isolation for their students—in efforts to maintain a sense
of constancy and cohesion amid a global crisis. At the same time, musicians
and aficionados flocked to social media for communal expression and support. Applications such as TikTok and Soundtrap made it possible for people
of all ages, origins, and aptitudes to come together as a community. As the
coronavirus spread across manmade borders and national boundaries, new
ideas about geopolitical barriers and transnational perspectives surfaced too,
prompting honors practitioners to consider again how high-impact practices
in the arts can empower students, cultivate community, and give rise to new
multicultural competencies (NCHC20, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic
reminds us that our geographies cannot protect us from a ubiquitous enemy.
As concepts such as cultural awareness, acceptance, and appreciation for the
“other” gained momentum in everyday life, I (like many of my colleagues)
began to revisit certain curricular objectives relating to global study. With this
crisis came an opportunity for teachers to transgress the everyday boundaries
that previously defined us and for students to come together in novel ways to
begin to pave the way into a new world.
As people across the globe began uniting in prayer, hope, and action
against an ever-changing viral threat to humanity (Guterres, 2020), educators in nearly every country jumped into virtual classrooms and skillfully
adapted their knowledge and experience to advance online learning imperatives. Teaching methodologies in honors education received new meaning
and significance, too. Our mission to prepare students to think critically, lead
compassionately, and question fervently came to the fore. Some courses and
teaching strategies seemed more relevant than others in this context, prompting a rethinking of purpose and design.
While our job is to inform our students, we also sensed, intellectually and
viscerally, how world events affected the way our students received information and made meaning for themselves. Issues relating to geographic, religious,
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and cultural diversity are more immediate now, so teaching our students what
happens in corners of the world beyond their backyards is essential. As social
and political events of early 2021 in America attracted international attention,
educators sought to develop student awareness and appreciation for the fragility of democracy, which, coupled with a global health crisis, emphasized
just how significant the interdisciplinary study of political, economic, legal,
ecological, and cultural interconnectedness is. Topics that confront issues
relating to national and international conflict, awareness, and accord now
hold greater significance in honors curricula and pedagogy. In this context,
my global studies curriculum was focused through the lens of music and
politics while also meeting the challenges of orienting students during the
coronavirus pandemic, providing them with research and performing opportunities in the classroom and beyond.

inquiry in global studies:
music and politics
The first-year course Inquiry in Global Studies: Music and Politics was
born in response to an impassioned call nearly a decade ago by Dutch scholar
Marca V. C. Wolfensberger. Recognizing a crucial and timely need to present honors students with opportunities for global study and intercultural
exchange, Wolfensberger urged honors educators to consider offerings that
instill a sense of global citizenship and authentic learning:
Honors programs . . . offer educational opportunities for talented,
motivated students; we thus have a special responsibility to inspire
these students to respect other disciplines, cultures, and nationalities
through genuine conversations, interactive learning, and international exchange. Our aim must be to enhance, not compromise,
human difference and dignity. (Wolfensberger, 2012, p. 279)
Introducing students to such topics at the beginning of their honors study
is especially important. Such encounters with foreign ideas and difference
allow for what program director and professor Kristine A. Miller describes as
“painstaking curiosity”:
Honors students embody every facet of this definition: they are curious curiosities with minds both careful and eager, who therefore
need encouragement and guidance as they take intellectual risks on
the path to lifelong learning. (Miller, 2019, p. 64)
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A curriculum that seeks to raise awareness of current global events while
acknowledging difference is crucial to fostering intellectual growth and agility
in these students. By troubling them, we spark their curiosity to look further
out and deeper in, catalyzing change within and without.
Ideas about enhancing human difference and dignity had become a particular focus of honors educators just before COVID. The 2018 national
conference, Learning to Transgress (NCHC, 2018), focused on transgressional
transformations in teaching and urged educators to adopt the same critical
discourses and outside-the-box methods that we wholeheartedly encourage
for our students, helping us meet mental, technical, and physical challenges
where they were with fresh ink in our pens and empathetic smiles shining
out at our students. Shortly thereafter, in the fall of 2019, I introduced my
course on global studies. Then, to meet the extraordinary challenges of the
coronavirus crisis head-on, I adapted the course for remote delivery to firstsemester freshmen in 2020, adjusting the curriculum, pedagogical approach
and insights, teaching methods and remote adaptations, student perceptions,
and learning outcomes at a time of heightened awareness about our collective, transnational humanity.

curricular objectives
The 100-level course Inquiry in Global Studies: Music and Politics
introduces the ways that music intertwines with governments and social
movements around the world. First-year, first-semester students consider the
relationship between music and humanity in ways that transcend place and
time. In response to COVID, I modified the course content and assessments,
while also adapting the musical themes and their attendant global complexities, to foster exchange and understanding among the students in relation to
our current circumstances. The scope of the course is complex and not an
easy task during this emotionally charged time, thus provoking students in
several ways. They met with subjects foreign and remote to their upbringing,
and they confronted history and human expression across the map: music
sung in different tongues, conceived and performed under varying governmental rule, and serving as testimony to everyday existence for people all
over the world. This global inquiry was an opportunity for students to understand and evaluate how people live in other countries, how social classes are
formed, and how religions are organized in regions they likely did not know
existed nor care about during a time of personal challenge and national crisis.
While students of this introductory course were preoccupied with tackling
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adjustments to college life uncharacteristic of a normal first semester at the
university, they were also tasked with meeting course requirements, standards in academic writing, due dates, a host of readings and assignments, a
theme meant to introduce and agitate, and a foreign-born instructor as well.

content
Inquiry in Global Studies: Music and Politics explores the commonalities
and diversities in global culture, history, politics, and society through music.
Honors students typically enroll in their first year. Throughout the semester,
they become acquainted with topics from non-European, non-North American regions and peoples. Students explore the relationship between two
concepts, music and politics, and the ways that these interplay throughout
social and political movements of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
Scholars studying the effects of interdisciplinary music education in fields
such as sociology and political science note that music appreciation and
analyses can bring emotional and educational value to people worldwide and
that teachers at any level, particularly undergraduate honors, can teach students about diverse culture and justice-related concepts through music while
promoting critical thinking, civic knowledge, and social understanding (Levy
and Byrd, 2011, pp. 64–75). In my opinion, this benefit of music appreciation
especially applies to my undergraduate honors course, where students can
learn about diverse cultural and justice-related concepts through music while
promoting critical thinking, civic knowledge, and social understanding.
While I believe that teaching honors students about music and politics
can be a powerful approach to creating awareness and cultivating understanding, it presents challenges. Many contemporary American undergraduates
are living in a democracy without fully understanding the vulnerabilities of a
democratic system. Many are unfamiliar or ill-informed about atrocities that
have taken, or are currently taking, place in the world; most of them were born
decades after the great historical injustices presented in class. Furthermore,
many students have little or no musical background and often find the type
of music featured in the course to be in stark contrast to the music they listen to regularly. Despite these challenges, teaching inquiry into global studies
through music provides possibilities for engagement in subjects that students
might otherwise forego. The course’s five main thematic components are:
• North Korea: Music in service to the government
• China: Song and censorship during the Cultural Revolution
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• Russia: Education and protest from the Soviet Era to Putin
• Cuba: Diasporas, drums, and dance
• Iran: Pre- and Post-Revolution
The central questions students met throughout the semester of fall 2020
were aligned with scholar John Street’s systematic untangling of music’s political power:
1.	 What kind of effect does music have on social and political developments around the world?
2.	 What kind of power do governments utilize to control their people?
Such questions (Street, 2012) invited honors students to break out of the
familiar and comfortable knowledge of their own music, culture, and textbook understanding of historical and political events. Through musical
composition and testimony, some students, perhaps for the first time in their
lives, began to experience in mind and body what it means for people in other
countries to live in a totalitarian regime, unstable government, or disruptive
society. By experiencing various types of musical expressions in marginalized
communities and by incorporating new ways of listening and observing, some
students began to reevaluate their identities as American, young, and free. By
the semester’s end, students demonstrated an awareness of different cultures,
societies, and political environments around the world. They exercised skills
in listening and sound reasoning to analyze social issues and developed an
ability to analyze cross-cultural and non-western political events and how
music shaped them. They worked together and independently to develop
knowledge of the non-Western world and learn to incorporate knowledge
from a variety of sources to develop new insights into the interdependence
between different countries and power centers.

context
Among the rich and varied sequences of global studies offered at the Ball
State University Honors College, students generally gravitate to the subject
of music and politics because they enjoy discussing politics and have a passion for music and music-making, yet because by design the study involves
musical expressions and experiences in foreign nations, they sometimes find
listening to music in the context of social movements or protest hard to take
in. The pervasive sense of fear, anger, and misinformation is sometimes too
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close for comfort. In the fall of 2020, attempting to introduce an appreciation
for the foreign and to consider music’s political origins in turmoil and distrust
while our first-year students grappled with COVID-related sickness, hardship, and death as well as looming socio-political tensions seemed quite a big
task. Therefore, I felt that we had first to explore these themes in the context
of home before moving abroad in place and time.
The fall 2020 semester began amid a series of national crises: a health
pandemic, social injustices and protest, wildfires in California, and an equally
fiery presidential race. Thus, we began with a rather spirited discussion on
conflict and harmony in music and politics, broaching topics of upcoming
elections, protest songs, and political music throughout American history in
the context of Rex Thomson’s thoughtful commentary on their intertwined
relationship (2016). Considering American democracy, its peril, and a “we’re
all in this together” refrain (Mettler, 2020), I presented readings about the
role of music throughout world history. Adopting the Canvas platform, students opened up about the role of music in their own lives as they chronicled
intimate moments and musical pieces in their young lives. Our Zoom sessions
were devoted to listening to, discussing, and analyzing together songs such as
“Yankee Doodle” and “John Brown’s Body”; Billie Holiday’s “Strange Fruit”;
Woody Guthrie’s “This Land is Your Land” in relation to “God Bless America”;
Bob Dylan’s “The Times, They are A-Changin’”; Nina Simone’s “Mississippi
Goddam” and Marvin Gaye’s “What’s Going On”; and contemporary music
by NWA, Kendrick Lamar, and Milck. These songs, in the context of evolving,
persistent protest in America, opened the door for students to begin looking
at music as a means for voicing opinion and to experience it as empowering
and agitating rather than soothing. Once we addressed this line of discourse,
it was time to look beyond our borders.
Our first step into the music-related political discussion of foreign countries involved reflection on the ways that societies around the world used music
during the beginnings of COVID-induced lockdowns. The first phenomenon
we discussed was spontaneous balcony concerts. From Italy to Iraq, people
sheltering in place left their living spaces to join neighbors outside in song and
musical performances. Together we considered how music unifies people during good times and bad. We read about pop-up concerts in India, Spain, Italy,
Croatia, Lebanon, Panama, Turkey, Iraq, and more (Taylor, 2020).
To augment this discussion, I created the assignment “Reflecting on
COVID-19, Globalism and Music made for People,” which tasked students
with viewing Global Citizen’s streaming concert, One World: Together at
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Home. Curated by musical artist Lady Gaga, this six-hour event, which benefited the World Health Organization’s COVID-19 Solidarity Response Fund,
featured nearly seventy musical performances from artists around the world
(World Health Organization, 2020). Students selected three musicians and
reflected on their performance and unique contributions to the program.
Together we explored the extent to which this event might be considered
political by referring to reports that the concert raised $127m for pandemic
relief (Beaumont-Thomas, 2020) and that millions of people, despite widespread geography and restrictions in mobility, came together in a simple act
of collective listening and mutual support.
The following week was devoted to examining types of government and
the meaning of national anthems.
1.	 Forms of Government
This session remediated student knowledge and introduced new
concepts related to forms of government across the globe. The class
(n = 24) was divided into 9 groups via Zoom’s breakout rooms,
one group for each type of government. Working in Google Docs,
the groups explored a shared form based on information provided
in the study brief “10 Common Forms of Government” (Thompson, 2021). For each type of government, students also received
additional links to relevant reading resources. Group members
chose to explore one of the following types of government from
the list below. After thirty minutes, the class reconvened to present what they had learned. These groups focused on:
a.	 oligarchy in South Africa
b.	 dictatorship in Thailand
c.	 theocracy in Iran
d.	 kleptocracy in Russia
e.	 anarchy in Somalia
f.	 monarchy in Saudi Arabia
g.	 communism in Cuba and China
h.	 tribalism in Afghanistan
i.	 totalitarianism in North Korea
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2.	 National Anthems as National Symbols
This session explored the concept of “anthem” as a means to express
individual and national identity. Students read and discussed
Courtney Brown’s “National Anthems and Pseudo Anthems”
(2007) and listened to a variety of anthems charged with controversies and debate (Mexican, Kazakh, and Vietnamese). We
culminated the session by coming home to controversial aspects
of “The Star-Spangled Banner” (Morley and Schwarz, 2016).
After that week, we came to the heart of it all: music and politics around the
world. Our early conditioning sessions challenged students in small steps and
helped pave the way into a broader perspective.

thematic series
The thematic series focuses on themes of authority, control, protest, and
community but with each installment centering on completely different people being affected by completely different circumstances.
North Korea:
Music in Service to the Government
North Korea is considered the most secretive country in the world, so
studying the music and politics in this country is challenging. Lack of timely,
adequate information about current events is problematic, yet evidence of the
state of music in this country is plentiful and available through various news outlets, movies, research projects, and YouTube recordings. We consulted a wealth
of literature, both scholarly and popular, as well as documentaries and primary
video recordings. To get acquainted with the country and its regime, society, and
music, students explored a comprehensive country profile (British Broadcasting
Company, 2020) and then delved into its music through several literatures. In
the remote classroom, we explored different types of North Korean music.
Opera
“Where Are You, Dear General?” Originally an aria from the revolutionary opera True Daughter of the Party, excerpts from this aria in the form of an
eerie wake-up melody are played through loudspeakers across the metropolis of Pyongyang. The opera refers to Kim Il-Sung and credits Kim Jong-Il as
the composer. At the beginning of each new day, North Koreans hear this
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tune glorifying the Supreme Leader and inspired by operas written during
China’s Cultural Revolution. This aria is one example of many other forms
of music produced with strong support of the North Korean government,
songs that glorify and worship the leaders of the country. As librarian Ray
Heigemeir points out, the North Korean government uses music as a means
of propaganda:
Pyongyang University of Music and Dance, founded in 1972, is
North Korea’s only school of music, and continues to foster a strict
adherence to the juche political ideology, promoting self-reliance and
absolute commitment to the Party. All artistic production belongs to
the masses; music glorifies sacrifice to the Party and its ‘Dear Leader’
or celebrates good communal fortune such as a bountiful harvest.
(Heigemeir, 2018)
Pop
Popular music inspired by the West and South Korea speaks to younger
audiences through westernized clothing, staging styles, and electronic instrumentation. Yet, as Heigemeir points out, it is devoid of individual expression
or flair:
simple harmonies and diatonic melodies retain a mere hint of the
flavor of Korean folk music traditions. Contemporary recordings
evidence liberal use of synthesizers and other electronics, and Western instruments such as electric guitars and drum kits. The lack of
any singular creative voice is apparent in the blandness of the musical
product, and a certain Lawrence-Welk wholesomeness permeates.
(Heigemeir, 2018)
For their assignment on North Korea, students were asked to watch one
of the following films:
1.	 My Brothers and Sisters in the North (Cho, 2016)
2.	 The Red Chapel (Det Røde Kapel) (Brügger, 2009)
3.	 Dear Pyongyang (Yang, 2005)
4.	 A State of Mind (Gordon, Bonner, and Battsek, 2004)
5.	 Secret State of North Korea ( Jones, 2017)
They were also introduced to a variety of articles and interviews, including “Poems for Kim,” an interview with the regime’s former favorite poet
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( Jin-sung), and “North Korea defectors: Meet young people who have fled
from North to South Korea,” a gripping investigation into the lives of young
people (BBC, 2019). Next, the students were asked to choose a musical artist, composition, or band from the variety of sources presented in-class or
those discovered on their own and to explore the musical style, qualities, and
lyrics (if applicable). They were asked to consider the potential power of the
music, including its effects on North Korean society, and to identify elements
common to and disparate from music in the United States. As part of their
written assignment, students examined the degrees of influence that music
held for maintaining social or cultural unity. Students also completed a bit
of work related to geography and demography: identifying the distance to
North Korea, its number of residents, and military capacities relative to the
United States. To this end, they consulted general reference sources, military
strength ratings, and councils on foreign relations.
China:
Song and Censorship during the Cultural Revolution
At the heart of our discussion on music in China during the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976), students read, listened to, reflected on, and discussed a
selection of children’s songs composed during that time and appearing in Lei
Ouyang Bryant’s “‘Tiny Little Screw Cap’: Children’s Songs from the Chinese
Cultural Revolution” (2018): songs aimed at educating young children in the
doctrine of Mao Zedong. Bryant’s examination of songs of praise, political
activities, children’s activities, international diplomatic relations and crossStrait relations, and all ethnicities led us to focus on three songs: “Tiny Little
Screw Cap,” “I Love Beijing’s Tiananmen,” and “Study Well and Make Progress
Every Day.” Students augmented their experience of the songs with readings
about the reign of “The People’s Leader” and his series of little red books,
which—like the songs—were designed to instill in children an unquestionable commitment to their country and the political party. Other songs we
considered in class were “Grow Up to be a Good Member of the Commune”
and “Grow Up to be a New Peasant,” which emphasized to China’s youth the
place in socialist society that awaited them in their future (Bryant, 2018).
As part of our remote learning paradigm, I created an introductory interactive group activity in Zoom titled “Primary Sources: Stories in Pictures,
Chinese Cultural Revolution” and containing images of politically charged
events in the lives of Chinese youth and teachers during the Cultural Revolution (Chen, 2013). Some of these were photographed by Li Zhensheng, a
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Chinese photojournalist admired and remembered for capturing the most
iconic pictures of that time (Figure 1). Other images, such as an elementary
school textbook cover illustration of children dressed as Red Guards and
holding little red books of quotations from Mao Zedong, proved evocative
to students (Figure 2). For this project, students were divided among random breakout rooms where they accessed a Google Doc link that led to
the encapsulated images. In this breakout session, students addressed the
following topics:
1.	 What is happening in the photograph/image?
2.	 Describe the activities you see in the image.
3.	 List all objects in the picture.
4.	 What kind of clothing is worn?
5. Are there any letterings on signs or buildings?
6.	 What time of day is the picture taken?
7.	 If people are featured in the photograph, what do you think their relationship is to one another?

Figure 1.	Heilongjiang province governor Li Fanwu under
brutal attack by young Red Guards in 1966. They
shaved his hair and forced him to bow for hours.
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8.	 What does this photograph suggest to you?
9.	 Describe your reaction to this imagery.
Once reassembled in the Zoom room, we discussed individual observations
from the photos and then proceeded to consider the effects of music on youth
and its use to educate or indoctrinate children. Our conclusions in this series
were aligned with those in Bryant’s thesis. Children were recognized by the
government to be a small but important part of the nation, and songs like
“Tiny Little Screw Cap” musically identified children as vital parts of widereaching efforts to build and maintain the strength of China (Bryant, 2018).
Russia:
Education and Protest from the Soviet Era to Putin
As relations between the United States and Russia face their warmest
point since the Cold War (Sokolsky and Rumer, 2020), any presentation of
contemporary Russian music, protest, and politics first necessitates a review
of this nation’s rich legacy of music education and brilliant compositional

Figure 2. Guangxi Elementary School Textbook Cover from 1971
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gifts to the world stage as well as the attendant challenges made by its government. Censorship in music has a long tradition, taking root in Tsarist Russia
(1574–1918), flourishing through the autocracy, and remaining dominant
into the twenty-first century. We launched our discussions in class with a
contemporary view of the country and examined the limited but meaningful
dialogue the United States and the former Soviet Union, now Russia, have
managed to maintain in recent years. Aided by the Center for Strategic and
International Studies (CSIS), a bipartisan, nonprofit policy research organization, our readings focused on modern deconfliction efforts and several
regular, structured bilateral engagements between our countries (Newlin, et.
al, 2020). Next, we listened to and analyzed song lyrics by Russian artists:
the Moscow-based electronic duo, Nikolai Kostylev and Anastasiya Kreslina
(also known as IC3PEAK), whose political undertones in their hit “Death
No More” got them detained by police and interrogated for “crossing the line”
(Kim, 2019). We revisited this notion of “crossing the line” throughout the
semester as we considered the borders, barriers, and demarcated red lines that
have long defined regions, nations, and peoples.
We considered other musical artists such as rapper Dmitry Kuznetsov
(also known as “Husky” хаски), who faced jail time after defying a ban on
performance (BBC, 2018). According to Russian President Vladimir Putin,
Husky’s music “degenerated” Russia. In 2018, Putin articulated just how
music and politics intertwine in his country: “Rap music rested upon three
pillars—sex, drugs and protest,” he said. “I am most worried about drugs.
This is the way towards the degradation of a nation” (Kramer, 2018). In this
statement, Putin also argued that since it is impossible to stop rap, the State
needed to navigate and control it.
Still, teaching honors students about music and protest in modern Russia is incomplete without honoring their history. The rich musical education
and compositional heritage developed in the U.S.S.R. influenced the entire
world, and its accompanying censorship (including persistent bans of some
of the world’s greatest composers) throughout the Soviet regime is important
to understand and acknowledge in the context of this course. While Russian
music education began in Tsarist Russia, it was during the Soviet era that the
government established a State-sponsored music education system that provided to millions of students throughout the country excellent music training
and fundamentals. This system produced many great composers and classical
performers who later left the country to extend this reputation for musicianship all over the globe (Pisarenko, 2017). The music education system
in Soviet Russia at this time, though, was accompanied by strict censorship.
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Composers were hired by the Soviet government to write special compositions for young students that integrated national folk imagery and song,
patriotism, and pride. If composers created pieces that met with disapproval
from the regime, they faced harsh humiliation and discipline. Skilled and
reputable composers, such as Sergei Prokofiev, Dmitry Shostakovich, Dmitry
Kabalevsky, and Aram Khachaturian, were each attacked as “formalists” by the
Soviet cultural idealist, Andrei Zhadanov. Many others, too, faced threats to
their works and livelihoods: from systematic cessations of all publication and
performance to jail sentences in Siberia and even death (Schonberg, 1979).
In this context, students were asked to do research independently on
Shostakovich’s music. Equipped with guidelines for literature review and
recordings, the following class was devoted to discussing the tragic background of Shostakovich’s symphony Babi Yar and to analyzing a poem of
the same title written by Yevgény Yevtushénko (who later defected to the
United States). These lessons about Russia’s State-sponsored musical heritage, its concomitant censors and bans, and the contemporary artists who
turn to music (particularly rap) as a means for protest and youthful expression helped cultivate in students a sense of common ground and helped them
identify with a culture that seemed, on the surface, to be very different from
their own.
Cuba:
Diasporas, Drums, and Dance
Of the five nations in our series, Cuba is situated in closest proximity
to the United States, so we explored the ways that its music makers made
their way to our shores and influenced American music of the late twentieth
century.
The island has been governed by the Communist Party of Cuba since
1965, and in the context of music we considered the tensions and challenges
this country has faced both as a nation and as a people. According to the
Council on Foreign Relations (CFR), an independent, nonpartisan think
tank, although Cuba was a major foreign policy challenge for the United
States during the Cold War, “the relationship has thawed considerably in
recent years” (2021). Though tensions between our countries still linger, we
examined several politically charged events of the mid-century in the context
of music and musical response. This segment in our series focused on creative
and political influence and identity.
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The complexities of the musical relationship between the United States
and Cuba date back to the 1940s, when Afro-Cuban jazz emerged in New
York City, “mixing elements from traditional American jazz and Afro-Cuban
rhythms. Meanwhile, Cuban music styles such as calypso, mambo, and chacha continued entering the American music scene into the ‘50s” (Foster,
2020). Since the Revolution of 1959, Cuban musicians have fled their country in protest of Fidel Castro’s regime. In her survey of Cuban music history,
Maya Roy examines the scope of music prior to the Cuban Revolution and
how it flourished outside of its borders as a result of musicians’ breaking free
in revolt (2002). These artists, along with Cuban-Americans Celia Cruz and
Gloria Estefan, were discussed in class, supported by Cuban scholar Horacio
Sierra’s explication of the phenomenal “Sounds Machine” (2018).
We also examined other aspects of the complexity and excitement of
Cuban music and politics, such as the role of veteran musicians as ambassadors of Cuban sound through an album revival and film of the same name,
Buena Vista Social Club. Their music and the film quickly spread around the
world and brought Cuban music of old back to life and well into the current
century while bringing forgotten Cuban musicians to the stage. Such musicians as Rubén González, Ibrahim Ferrer, and Omara Portuondo returned
to performance venues throughout the globe and introduced their music to
a much different world. We spent considerable time listening to and reflecting on the concept of musical legacy and the tragic abandonment of sounds
during the forced isolation thrust upon Cuba during Castro’s rule. Within
this sequence, we examined primary sources, such as Buena Vista Social Club
recordings, including their artists and testimony, and we also covered topics
such as the significance of dance and drums in Cuban culture.
Cuban percussion is a rich musical legacy derived in part from African
slavery and the struggles of those who arrived as slaves. For these non-native
people, drums were a means to “safeguard some fragments of their cultural
patrimony—in which they succeeded despite the measures adopted by the
Spanish authorities and, later, the first republican governments to erase every
vestige of the black heritage” (Nodal, 1983). Another important expression
in Cuban culture and history is dance. Dances against many forms became
an outlet to transcend segregation, as people of different race and class met
to navigate, in movement, the social barriers forced on them. Various aspects
of segregation between white and black Cubans were discussed through the
lens of Pilar Egüez Guevara’s scholarship on racial and class segregation as
“one measure to enforce control and secure the colonial social order in the
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rapidly growing public spaces of Havana” (2016, p. 234). Finally, we considered Cuban-American relations in this series, with the Cuban Missile Crisis
at the fore. We discussed this crisis as it was depicted in American media and
history books. Students reviewed what they were taught in secondary school
on this subject, what is understood now, and resultant changes in American
foreign policy through the term of President Obama.
Iran:
Pre- and Post-Revolution
Onetime allies, the United States and Iran have seen tensions escalate
repeatedly in the four decades since the Islamic Revolution (Council on Foreign Relations, 2021). This situation has intensified in the last four years, and
with recent changes in the American presidency, much attention has been
paid in the foreign press to Iran’s nuclear capacity and its potential threats to
global security (Plett-Usher, 2021).
Even though tensions between these two countries have sometimes
peaked to the brink of war, recent polls indicate that a majority of Americans
are not able to locate Iran on a map nor to demonstrate accurate knowledge
about the two countries’ relationship (Mindock, 2020). While Iran’s persistent threats continue to occupy American news, a survey among my students
showed an unfamiliarity with the country, its history and current government,
and the rising tide of tension its nuclear program creates for global society.
Teaching Iran’s rich cultural and musical heritage against the backdrop of the
Islamic revolution presented opportunities for students to understand and
appreciate classical and contemporary Persian music while evaluating it in the
context of gender and religion. At the beginning of this sequence, students
were presented with a collection of articles providing a background of Iran
from different angles.
Food and travel critic Yasmin Khan’s profile of Iran’s cultural, political, and
religious histories provided the foundation from which we began to consider
its music (Khan, 2017). Then, with Ameneh Youssefzadeh’s ethnomusicological study (2000) on the role of official organization in Iran’s music since
the Revolution as our touchstone, we discussed the ways that civil unrest has
affected the country’s music and music makers. We examined women musicians in post-revolutionary Iran and used Youssefzadeh’s later scholarship
(2004) on daily life and song in theocracy.
To best understand the events that led to the 1979 Revolution, we
approached Iranian life from two different perspectives: from within the
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country (Al Jazeera, 2009) and from the West (Hamedani, 2019). After viewing the documentaries, we discussed the efforts Iranians made to preserve
traditional Persian poetry, music, and artistic performance, and we examined
the testimony of female musicians, such as Sepideh Jandaghi, whose voices
were banned by Islamic law. Jandaghi and many others, while restricted to
women-only venues, were allowed to share their voices and music only with
other women (Lavenant and Shantyaei, 2018). At the end of this series, we
surveyed several music videos featuring the segregation between men and
women on stage. To conclude our Iranian sequence, we considered the music
of Iranian musicians in Canadian exile, such as Iranian singer and actress,
Googoosh/Faegheh Atashin (Hemmasi, 2017).

creating community during covid
As an honors instructor offering a music-related curriculum to mostly
non-music majors, I feel that my primary teaching goal is to nurture and condition the students’ ears so that they gradually welcome and become attuned
to foreign musical elements, concepts, works, and performers; thus, by experiencing the music slowly as a group, they sense the delicacies of the magic
called “music.” I was reminded of my curricular objective last fall (2020)
when students arrived at campus scared and overwhelmed by the outrageous
misfortune and challenge of learning and living in a COVID environment.
Of all the many strains on teaching, none was greater than creating and maintaining a sense of community across shifting modalities for distance learning.
Inspired by John Spencer’s “Building an Empowered Community in Distance
Learning Courses” (2020), I adapted this course with “community” always
at the fore.
When the pandemic abruptly hit, I noticed that my students were surprised by the extent of change thrust upon them within weeks. Schools closed
down, students were sent home, and in the midst of it all, educators were
tasked with transitioning to online learning platforms. In her essay “What
About the Students?,” English professor Billie Wright Dziech considers the
academic, social, and psychological extent of loss that our students are experiencing; she posits that empathy toward our students is vital for their long-term
wellbeing and reminds educators that “the pandemic has taught us that the
greatest challenge and obligation we face is recognizing that our students
are among its most severe and overlooked victims” (2020). From my observations, 2020’s fall semester was one of emotional turbulence for students.
When encouraged to reflect and share their experience, many struggled with
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family situations back home, voicing their collective worries, fears, grieving,
and empathy for the sick, the caregiver, the dying, and the mourner. I, too,
mourned the loss of a fresh, new first semester for freshmen that typically
launches an exciting and thriving campus life. It pained me to know that surviving this harsh reality meant internal and geographic isolation.
In line with other honors courses at Ball State University Honors College,
I adapted Inquiry in Global Studies to a remote synchronous sequence delivered on Tuesday and Thursday at 8:00am via Zoom. The class met this way
throughout the entire semester. Lectures and activities were all conducted
live except for a small number of asynchronous activities such as discussion
boards on Canvas. The rationale to meet synchronously without fail every
week was to retain students’ attention and to motivate their learning. Committing to maintain learning momentum by providing regular, timely lectures
and feedback (Volpe and Crosier, 2020), I prioritized my availability and
accessibility while emphasizing to students the importance of structure and
regularity. Below are several measures I took to help nurture students and
ease into a healthy start and active engagement.
1.	 Welcome Letter
Modelled after Antone M. Goyak’s (2020) effective connections with
students, I introduced myself and our curriculum, providing contact
information and unequivocal encouragement to reach out to me at any
time during the semester.
2.	 Welcome Video
According to instructional designer and author Flower Darby (2020),
communication early and often is vital to students’ success in online
study. A week prior to class time, I sent the students a link to a video
that included a small request: “send me an email, tell about yourself:
your name, major and minor studies, where are you from, and lastly:
describe one country in the world that you wish to explore.” By sharing the video with students and eliciting their unique contributions
to the class, I enabled them to identify with the course content and
professor. I created an opportunity to get to know them prior to class
so that we first met with a feeling of familiarity and harmony.
3.	 Communication Plan
To accompany the syllabus, I provided a communication plan that
listed all the ways to contact me and all our Zoom information for the
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class. This plan presented my timeline for emailing each of them the
first week and subsequent check-ins throughout the semester. Because
we were in a state of collective flux and uncertainty, I added an emergency contact list, including student phone numbers and names of
emergency contacts.
4.	 Pathways toward Trust and Empathy
In the second week of the semester, I sent an individual email to each
of my students (n = 24):
Hi ________,
I wanted to send a quick note and check how are you doing? Has the
first week of school been okay so far? Are you doing okay, need any help,
or got questions about the class? If so, do not hesitate to reach out.
Thanks,
Dr. Gertsenzon
I received several heartfelt responses of angst and gratitude. One of them read:
Honestly, this week has been a bit rough. . . . It took me a little bit
to get the hang of Canvas, and my books for my other classes still
haven’t come in. I found some videos online that explain how to customize Canvas to work better for me, so I think I’ll be okay as far as
class goes. . . . But, my grandma died today, and I’m just sad (understandably). I’ve heard that there are counseling services on campus.
Do they have any service that might help for a situation like this?
Thanks for checking in. . . .
Beyond its obvious emotional charge, this student’s response was a stark
reminder of the significance of communication and empathy in and beyond
the classroom. As a professor, I embrace my role as a mentor and catalyst for
my students. I was able to help this student by directing her to the Student
Health Services office on campus. Several weeks later, I also made a Zoom
appointment with this student, checking in and allowing her to express her
feelings. Perhaps I went beyond my role in this regard, but I knew intuitively
that during a pandemic just being there for students might add to their success. In this case, the student finished the course at the top of the class, and
her excellent papers demonstrated curiosity, a commitment to the subject,
and thorough research.
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modifying assessments during covid
As institutions of higher learning abruptly pivoted to remote instruction,
so too did assessment measures for this course. Assessment-related changes
to the curriculum reflected several ad hoc modifications to content access and
delivery. Extra participation, additional assignments, flexible deadlines, and
digital literatures all came into play in the fall of 2020.
1.	 Participation, Discussion & Conversation
Some assignments were typical of honors 100-level introductory
sequences. Participation in class discussions was an important component of the honors experience, so students were required to attend
most meetings and invited to play a vital role in sharing their unique
knowledge and perspective on any given subject. With COVID-19
affecting teaching formats, the “this is the only option” of remote
communication through Zoom turned out to be a blessing: it offered
stability to students, who logged onto their computers twice a week
and found their voices in the early morning through speaking, chatting,
and participating with their peers in breakout room conversations;
and it became central to participation and engagement throughout the
semester. While some class meetings encouraged students to provide
their feedback in Canvas discussions, these were only used a handful
of times throughout the semester since my goal was to use different
types of assessments week-to-week to keep students alert and interested in the subject matter rather than creating a steady routine of
identical assignment formats.
2.	 Written Assessments
Writing exercises and assessments changed weekly in scope, format,
and grading scale; these involved reading materials, videos, and music
recordings. While some assessments simply asked students to summarize the content of articles, others required them to integrate several
types of information in their written responses. Several small research
assignments involved guided research on a musical figure or composition, e.g., one of three symphonies by Dimitri Shostakovich. Overall,
students had one assignment for each theme in the series. Pre-COVID,
written assignments based on films were assigned after we watched
excerpts in class, but such an option was not available through the
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Zoom interface, so I assigned films to be viewed independently and
then be reviewed in writing and discussion afterwards.
3.	 Listening Test
An important component in assessing student learning was a listening
exam, proctored during the second-to-last meeting in the semester, in
which students were asked to identify a musical piece by listening to
45–60 second excerpts. Throughout the semester, students explored
various musical pieces. At semester’s end, students received a study
guide that included a selection of the semester’s musical recordings.
As students prepared for this cumulative exam, they recognized the
breadth and scope of what they had learned. In reviewing a weighty
selection of the music they had learned throughout the semester, students were reminded how much knowledge they had acquired.
4.	 Class Presentations
The culmination of study for many students was the class presentation and supplemental paper. For this final presentation, students
were given two options: present their own theme, or choose a theme
covered in class and shed light or provide additional perspective on it.
Pre-COVID, students often chose topics from established themes and
simply elaborated. This year, however, saw a marked difference in class
presentation. A majority of students selected topics not previously
covered in class, enthusiastically delved into independent research,
and delighted in developing new subjects and sharing them with
peers. The accompanying paper—the bedrock of the presentation—
was a requisite and important component of this final project. The aim
of writing a paper is to help students gain confidence for their oral presentation. By meeting the rigors of academic research and evidential
reasoning, students presented with clarity and cohesiveness. As is typical, this class attracted a few students majoring in music education or
theatre studies, or minoring in music performance. Accordingly, in the
academic year preceding COVID, class presentations culminated in
a public showcase of performances, but this option was not available
in a distance learning paradigm. Therefore, these students recorded
their performances and incorporated them in their presentations to
the class.
Course objectives were met in this series of class presentations. In 2019, when
class was in-person, these presentations were live performances open to the
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public, but 2020 students delivered on the Zoom platform with file sharing.
Presentation software and applications such as PowerPoint, Prezi, and Google
Slides were commonly used. Some students majoring in music education,
theatre, and other music-related subjects recorded and uploaded their musical performances to YouTube and provided links while others performed live
during their presentations. Students who chose to engage in topics independent of our class study surprised and delighted the class with a broad range of
interest, information, and insight. These special topics included:
• Political music and nationalism in Nepal
• Reggae protest music
• Music and politics in Nicaragua
• Ilse Weber’s poetry and music in the Nazi concentration camps
• Haitian revolutionary and struggle music
• Political music in Turkey during and after Ataturk
• Somalia’s music before and after the Civil War
• Korean national folksong, “Arirang”

learning outcomes
Elements of populace, government, power, civic and musical expression,
and global understanding converged in each presentation and paper. Reflective writing exercises provided an opportunity for students to consider the
ways they identified with the music and then to articulate their personal
connection to faraway places, distant times, and disparate voices. The final
student showcase was testimony to how innovative honors curricula can connect us even during a double pandemic of social isolation and COVID-19,
serving as a reminder of why human connections are so powerful and how the
magical interactions of music and audience enrich the world.
Eden Sanders, Freshman
Majoring in both Spanish and Japanese and minoring in linguistics, Eden
lectured on the Italian partisan song “Bella Ciao.” She recorded her instrumental performance of the song on the kalimba, an African musical instrument
with a wooden soundboard and metal keys.
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I found that Bella Ciao had an interesting story and a particular historical importance. I discovered a kalimba cover of it on YouTube,
which I used for reference when doing my own performance. I liked
the upbeat nature of the song itself, along with the contrast of intense
and fiery lyrics. This song has remaining importance today through
media and celebrations, which solidified my decision to use it as my
presentation topic. I also found that the different style which the
kalimba offered enhanced my presentation by providing a variety of
new feelings evoked in comparison to the original and other modern
versions.
Catherine, Freshman
Majoring in music education, Catherine presented on musical response
to conflicts in the autonomous regions of China. Part of her lecture focused
on the ways that the musical Les Misérables was adapted in Chinese autonomous regions and used as a call to arms, inspiring an uprising and eventually
becoming an anthem of democratic protest. Catherine performed an instrumental version of “Do You Hear the People Sing?” on the bassoon. Her
description of a solitary recording experience and her clever combination of
technologies and applications added to an inspiring feel of attunement and
imperfection—a “let’s use what’s available to us” ingenuity that is so endemic
to this difficult time.
I have an interest in China and musicals, and by chance I learned
that the song “Do You Hear the People Sing” from the musical Les
Misérables was being used as a current protest song there and I felt
like I had to do this song because it fit so perfectly with my interests. I
recorded it in a spare room of my house, and I used phone recordings
and iMovies to make the YouTube video. I also played the melody
line on my bassoon and wrote a simple piano accompaniment that I
had a music notation program play while I was recording. My version
of this song is defiantly far from perfection, and not performed with
original instrumentation, but I hope people get a sense of inspiration
from both my version and its the original version.
Jacob Motz and Alaina Marks, Freshmen
Both majoring in music education, Jacob and Alaina worked collaboratively to create their own version of a Korean folk song entitled “Arirang”:
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Eden’s Presentation of Bella Ciao on Kalimba
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UkcWwKhvn3Y

Catherine’s Bassoon Presentation
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RtZEmy5n_KE

Jacob and Alaina’s Collaborative Interpretation of Arirang
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GBEsFm3t6AY
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We met many times over the course of the production to learn and
practice the foreign lyrics—chanting, of course, because of the pandemic. Without guidance from a native speaker, we tried to replicate
the pronunciations from previous recordings of the piece, an exploration we both enjoyed. The recording process occurred virtually.
Through extended trial and error, we recorded individually, and
then worked to align our parts in a digital audio workstation, which
required many re-takes and even an organic metronome! We hope
the final performance captures a little bit of the spirit of Arirang!
—Jacob Motz and Alaina Marks
I chose to research the Arirang after recognizing its tune from John
Barnes Chance’s “Variations on a Korean Folk Song”—a piece I
played in high school band. Though some orchestral arrangements
of Arirang provided inspiration for my interpretation, I largely
departed from their penta-harmonic structure. In the composition
process, I instead left the harmonic soundscape completely open,
utilizing more chromatic harmony and extensions reminiscent of
jazz. I thought this amalgamation of my and North Korea’s would be
a unique spin on the folk song and a commendation of its interpretative legacy.
—Jacob Motz
I initially joined Jacob after he asked me to sing the vocals. I was
excited both to collaborate with a classmate and to learn about a
musical style I originally had no experience with. As we worked on
the project, I became especially interested in the cultural significance
of the piece—where I based most of my research for the presentation. In order to honor this cultural heritage and the style of Korean
music, I spent a lot of time practicing the piece.
—Alaina Marks

conclusion
There are truths on this side of the Pyrenees, which are falsehoods
on the other.
—Blaise Pascal
An interval is the physical or temporal distance between two things.
Teaching music in a global perspective during a global pandemic was in
many ways about bridging intervals—crossing the lines between home and
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school, Us and Them, pre-COVID and post-COVID—thus eroding boundaries and situating learning and appreciation for one another within the
spaces in-between. The numerous challenges to teacher and student during
the coronavirus crisis presented rich opportunities for coming together in
novel, mutually beneficial ways. Amid the reality of COVID and all its attendant complexities and challenges—social unrest, political contestation and
uncertainty, and sheltering in place—Inquiry in Global Studies: Music and
Politics provided honors students with an opportunity to experience in body
and mind how music intersects, reflects, and sometimes transcends political
and personal circumstance.
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introduction

T

he global COVID-19 pandemic upended society and affected all facets
of life from travel to dining to healthcare to education. An early target
of this impact was the field of higher education. Many universities and colleges around the United States abruptly halted in-person learning in March
2020, with the education of over 14 million college students (Hess, 2020)
pivoting to slow the spread of the virus. Faculty, staff, and students altered
learning plans and modalities swiftly to accommodate online learning environments. These pivots included not only shifting the learning environment
and medium of how classes were taught but also factors such as assessments
and student engagement. The disruptions in normal instruction plans significantly affected students and their abilities to connect with one another and
create meaningful interactions in and out of the classroom. Honors students
enrolled in the East Carolina University Honors College experienced significant impacts on their classroom engagement, interpersonal exchanges, and
personal and professional lives.

methods
Following a year-long service and leadership seminar, honors college
freshmen were required to write reflections on their honors experience and
the sudden pivot to online learning due to COVID-19. Specifically, students
were asked to reflect on their perceptions, challenges, and lived experiences
during the pandemic. These reflection pieces were written in April 2020.
Honors college students (N = 98) signed informed consent documents
and allowed their reflection pieces to be used as the primary data source for
the current study. All participants (25.1% male; 74.5% female) were first-year
students with an average age of 18 ± 0.53 years. Students were 78.57% Caucasian, 8.16% Asian, 4.08% African American, 4.08% Latinx, and 5.10% other.
Data were de-identified by the faculty supervisor prior to being distributed to the other members of the research team, three honors college
undergraduate students. The faculty supervisor trained these students in the
coding process to identify all major themes and findings (Braun & Clarke,
2006). The research team was instructed to read through all reflection pieces
individually to familiarize themselves with the data and then generate initial
codes to find themes. As a group, the research team reviewed, defined, and
named themes. Coders discussed discrepancies among themselves. Once a
consensus was reached, the final list of themes was generated, and the themes
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represented were found in at least 75% of the reflections analyzed. Finally, the
research team, led by the faculty supervisor, produced a report. All methods
and procedures were approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board.

results
Analysis of the 98 reflection pieces revealed eight major themes:
1.	 a shift in perspective resulting in personal growth,
2.	 changes in family dynamics and interpersonal connections,
3.	 a focus on economic concerns,
4.	 a focus on mental health and coping strategies,
5.	 changes in impressions of others and society,
6.	 understanding a “new normal,”
7.	 development of a lack of trust, and
8.	 an increase in social isolation.
The overall observation was that COVID has affected and continues to affect
students’ daily lives, relationships, and views of the world around them.
Within each theme students discussed perceptions, challenges, and lived
experiences resulting from the pandemic.
Shift in Perspective Resulting in Personal Growth
The first theme to emerge from the students’ reflections was a shift in
perspective resulting in personal growth. Common areas of growth included
self-discovery, learning lessons, shifts in perspective, awareness of individual
and global effects on others, and the development of new skills or hobbies. A
recurring point was that COVID provided students with the opportunity to
re-evaluate and reflect on their lives and what changes they wanted to make
to have a more fulfilling life both personally and professionally. One student
stated, “I have come to find that there is more to life than schoolwork and
completing assignments.” Another mentioned, “I chose to see the good in
the world, and I am using this pandemic as a chance to build and strengthen
relationships, pick up good habits, and become a better person.” These quotations, along with others, highlighted the character development that many
of the students experienced during the pandemic. Other statements demonstrated that students developed a selfless way of thinking as they focused
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on how COVID affected others rather than themselves. One student wrote
about her mother: “I don’t think I realized how scared she was for her own
health. Being home has allowed me to gain understanding for what she’s going
through.” COVID forced life to slow down for many students, as a result leading them to grow and take note of the world around them.
Changes in Family Dynamics and Interpersonal Connections
The second theme involved changes in family dynamics and interpersonal connections, including loss of family income, a challenging living
situation, or the stress of potentially infecting a family member with COVID.
The living situations of many students changed dramatically in a short period
of time, with many families not prepared for this change. One student wrote,
“My cousin stays in my sister’s room and his kids stay in my room. The plan
was that my sister and I wouldn’t be home that much. . . . I’m stuck in an
overcrowded house with nowhere to go and no way to help my family by
bringing in a few extra bucks.” With very little time to prepare, families had to
accommodate other members of the family returning home on top of financial struggles already brewing. One student described her mother as “a single
parent with three different jobs just to try and make ends meet.” With college
students unexpectedly living at home, many parents were not prepared for
the monetary setbacks.
Some students reported that the health of their immediate family
members took priority over all else, including school. A student discussed
worrying about her mother because of the autoimmune disorder medication she was taking, thus placing her in the at-risk population. She wrote, “A
pandemic is terrifying when she is actively suppressing her immunity.” Other
students discussed similar fears. One wrote, “Of the eight people who live in
my house only three of us are likely to survive this pandemic. I am terrified.”
Another wrote, “At first, I was not super concerned about the virus because it
was not in my own community. However, now it is still getting more serious.
It is still not a concern for my own life, because it is not affecting the lives of
the people my age, however it is concerning about the affects it could have
on my parents and other older family members.” Even if students were not
afraid of the virus regarding their own health, the fear of loved ones getting
sick was a constant fear.
The pandemic also resulted in positive changes in family dynamics for
some students. Several students mentioned that their family became stronger
due to the amount of time they spent with one another. A student reflected
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that “Increased social interaction between families could help fix problems
within a family and deepen relationships as family members can get to know
one another better than before. For families who need to spend more quality time together, this quarantine provides that opportunity and stresses the
importance of having strong family ties.” The forced quality time spent within
families sometimes helped reignite weak relationships that resulted from
physical and emotional distance. While not ignoring the negative aspects of
the pandemic, some students saw changes in their families that would not
have occurred had they remained on campus. One student stated, “In the
middle of this quarantine and global pandemic, people are beginning to
reconnect with their families, take charge of their health, and get outdoors
more than ever.” Students were able to find positives in the pandemic through
reconnections with family members despite the numerous negative changes
in their lives during that time.
Focus on Economic Concerns
The third theme revolved around economic concerns that arose as a result
of the pandemic. Students looked introspectively toward their own finances
and outward not only toward their family’s finances but the effects on businesses and other people in society. A student stated, “As the coronavirus makes
its way across the nation, its effect is being felt by all American workers. The
lockdowns are not only stopping the spread of the disease but stopping the
flow of money in our world markets as well, sending the economy into a downward spiral. . . . There is no way for the economy to recover during quarantine
as it has already caused so many business closures and layoffs.” This statement
expresses the student’s worry about negative economic effects on every level
of the economy as well as how these detriments will take a long time to reverse.
Students and their family members were losing their jobs, which was terrifying
in such unprecedented times. Multiple students emphasized their fears about
the collapsing economy and loss of work. One student reported, “The deficits the economy and job market are experiencing have personally impacted
me. . . . I was recently laid off from my job.” Another student stated, “The economy is slowly falling apart. Millions of Americans nationwide are losing their
jobs and the economy is headed towards a recession.” The economic detriments of this pandemic were terrifying to students, many of whom partially or
completely financially support themselves. A student stated, “I tried getting a
job since one of my mom’s jobs laid her off, but no one is hiring because of the
pandemic, even though I need money because of the pandemic.”
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Focus on Mental Health and Coping Strategies
The fourth theme was a renewed focus on mental health during the pandemic and strategies for coping with the many unknowns. Overwhelmingly,
students reported that the pandemic had negative and often detrimental
impacts on their mental health. One student stated, “There was no way to
escape reality after that, and it left me wanting to do nothing more than sleep.”
Another student affirmed, “It’s difficult for me to be alone with myself. . . . I
just struggle to assimilate and lack self-control.” A student reported, “I am an
anxious person, it’s no secret, so with all of the buzz and constant talk on Instagram, Twitter, Tiktok, and the news it makes it difficult to not let it consume
you.” These statements demonstrate how students struggled to maintain a
positive mindset. The pandemic exacerbated many factors the students were
unable to control, leading to poor mental health. However, some students saw
positive mental health benefits from the pandemic. One student reported, “I
have more time to focus on things that make me happy and for the first time
in a while, I’m able to enjoy nature more.” Another stated, “I have also found
peace with myself.” Some students took a step back and happily accepted the
pause COVID-19 put on society. Students saw the need to be positive during
the hard times but could not deny that the pandemic was negatively affecting
them internally. A student reported, “When I talk to my family and friends
about COVID-19, I can be rational, calm, and even seem optimistic. However, when I am just holed up in my room for hours on end either doing my
online work or attempting to be quiet while the rest of my family members
are doing work in their own respective ‘work areas,’ I am significantly more
upset.” For many students, the loneliness resulting from the pandemic was
affecting them the most.
Changes in Impressions of Others and Society
The fifth theme revolved around changes in impressions of others and
society in terms of understanding accountability and personal and societal
responsibilities. The theme focused primarily on students’ perceptions of
society’s reaction to the pandemic and the desire to “flatten the curve.” Students overwhelmingly responded that they felt the pandemic was handled
poorly by individuals around them, especially those in their generation who
engaged in irresponsible behaviors. One student noted, “People are so recklessly endangering the lives of others, simply because they don’t believe
they’ll be impacted.” Another student stated, “It does annoy me, however, to
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see young people go on spring break and party with large groups of people
and continually break social distancing precautions.” Many college-aged
students, believing that they were invincible to the virus, acted recklessly
without keeping others in mind. Many of the students reported anger about
this behavior and its negative effects on society as a whole. A student stressed,
“Everyone should consider the impact of their actions, and do everything
possible to stay safe and keep others safe.” The majority of students believed
that all members of society need to take responsibility and realize it is their
job to stop the spread of the virus: “Putting a fun time before your own health
and the health of others around you is frankly selfish.” These students believed
continuing to ignore guidelines set in place regarding gatherings and groups
will exacerbate the pandemic and its negative impacts.
Understanding a “New Normal”
The next theme to emerge was students’ understanding of a new normal,
focusing on students’ setbacks, pivots, adaptability, lifestyle adjustments, and
cancelled plans. The most notable and discussed challenge and readjustment
of the new normal was online education, with students forced to learn from
home as campuses closed nationwide. One student stated, “The biggest transition is obviously online learning. . . . This has been fairly difficult for me . . .
no face-to-face instruction is jarring and hard to adapt to suddenly.” Students
also noted that they felt many instructors were unable to teach at the highquality level they were accustomed to: “online learning will never compare to
learning in the classroom,” and “online schooling is extremely confusing and
doesn’t measure up to in-person learning.” One noted that their instructor
“sent me a paper with all of the notes on it and it was too overwhelming to
understand. . . . I was not taught through the lessons.”
The loss of a traditional face-to-face educational experience placed an
unexpected emotional burden on many students, with one noting, “I’ve been
really struggling with online classes and have been letting my grades slip just
because of the emotional toll I feel right now.” Others discussed the anxiety of
losing a traditional face-to-face learning experience: “I am very stressed out
about the remainder of the semester.” Another student commented, “I have
so much anxiety about classes being online now and all the changes in my life
that it actually is a negative feedback loop, and so I don’t do my work. Then I
freak out about not doing my work, and I can’t enjoy anything.”
Furthermore, students did not feel adequately prepared for the remainder
of their college careers. One student discussed second-guessing if she will be
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ready for challenging classes next year because of education being “stripped
down to laptop cameras and online critiques,” and she wondered “if I’ll even
be ready for my more challenging classes next year.” One student noted, “I am
concerned about my ability to perform well in online classes, especially those
in the science field.” Finally, one student reflected, “I’ve never done school any
other way than face to face, and I was worried that I wouldn’t be successful,
productive, or perfect.”
The lack of a predictable schedule caught many students off guard as the
abrupt change in learning style happened halfway through the semester. One
student found it challenging to motivate herself to complete work if she was
not in a classroom, and being convinced things were going to go wrong, she
continued to be demotivated from even trying. The immense amount of stress
endured during this time was given by a student as the reason her “grades
are slipping” and “I feel like I can’t keep up with all of the due dates.” Others
also mentioned how COVID cancelled plans that may have been beneficial
to their future. One student expressed regret at “having to come home to a
house I was excited to leave, losing my job, and having the summer program
I worked so hard to get into be cancelled.” Though students accepted the fact
that there was a new normal, the vast majority of them were not happy or
thriving in this situation.
Development of a Lack of Trust
The seventh theme focused on the distrust and lack of transparency
regarding the government, media, and society when dealing with the pandemic. Many students felt the government failed to protect or accurately
inform them during the pandemic and even used the pandemic for political
gain and power. One student stated, “Politicians are trying to use the relief
effort to push their own agenda and completely ignore what people need,”
with another commenting, “Both parties have used this virus for political
games and aren’t truly thinking about the best way to solve the problem.” Yet
another noted, “The government failed to act to ensure that all U.S. residents
and citizens are protected from getting kicked out of their houses as well as
having their utilities shut off.”
This distrust of the government extended to distrust in the media. Students
felt the media exploited the pandemic and played a role in increasing panic
with one reporting, “the mass media is having a meltdown and acting like this
virus will wipe us all out,” while another stated, “The news outlets are using the
coronavirus to scare the general public into thinking only about the virus and
176

Understanding the Impact

nothing else.” One student commented, “The disease has struck up panic across
media outlets, enticing ethnic and racial disputes, causing resource shortages,
and igniting arguments on how best to maintain our sense of normal.” Another
student stated, “I can’t make an opinion on whether the media is covering this
in an appropriate manner or if they’re making the situation worse.”
Finally, the development of a lack of trust was seen in regard to society as
students felt individuals within communities did not do their part to follow
public health guidelines, thus further worsening the pandemic and its effects.
One student expressed frustration and commented, “The vast majority of the
younger population have refused to stop their everyday lives and practice social
distancing.” One of the students noted, “Citizens are not held accountable
enough for the well-being of everyone,” while one commented, “It is disappointing to hear about people recklessly endangering the lives of others.” Notably, a
student reflected, “I believe this pandemic has brought out some of the worst
that our society can offer, and when it is all said and done, we need to truly look
within ourselves and see what it is we need to change as a nation.”
Increase in Social Isolation
The final theme was social isolation: the negative impact COVID had
on communication along with the challenges of sustaining distanced relationships, especially with friends. One student mentioned, “Having social
interactions with friends was something I did not think much of until now.”
Another student noted, “The impact of the virus goes far beyond the physical aspect. It is easy to feel loneliness and isolation.” Students were forced to
transition from living in residence halls with hundreds of peers to being sent
back to their hometowns and away from their friends and support networks.
A student stated, “Being forced to move out of my dorm and say goodbye
to all the friends and memories I have made has been heartbreaking.” Students were forced to transition faster and earlier than they expected, which
increased feelings of isolation and loneliness once back at home; one commented, “Most of my time is spent in my room alone. It’s hard not to feel
isolated.” College revolves around social interaction, so students were not
ready to adapt to that aspect of their lives being stripped away.

discussion
The most novel finding of this qualitative study was the varied and
numerous impacts the pandemic had on honors students. Much of the literature surrounding the effects of the pandemic on students has focused on
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their mental health and disruptions to learning (Aucejo et al., 2020; Son et al.,
2020) while we discovered the all-inclusive impacts of the pandemic on firstyear honors students, which ranged from health concerns to consequences
for professional futures. Understanding the numerous impacts that COVID
had on honors college students, using their words, may allow honors faculty
and staff to identify diverse strategies to help their students cope with the
pandemic’s ramifications.
Our study shows that simply focusing on one effect of the pandemic on
honors students is not sufficient. COVID has disrupted every aspect of these
students’ lives; thus, honors faculty and staff must do their part to promote
normalcy and support students through these inconsistent times. Students
are not only struggling with school and social isolation, but they are also
worried about and losing trust in the world around them. The job of leaders
such as the staff and faculty in an honors college is to serve as a guidepost
for these students and be a reminder that the situation will return to a “new
normal.” One such strategy is using the servant leadership model, where academic leaders value interests of others above their own while empowering,
involving, and collaborating with their students (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020).
Honors administrators should use this model going forward when developing and implementing programs for their students.
Another interesting finding was that concerns about academics appeared
explicitly only in the sixth theme, Understanding a “New Normal.” One possible explanation is that the sudden worldwide shift affected many immediate
facets of students’ lives, not simply their college careers. Students reported
family illnesses, job losses, and personal growth as more instant and acute
impacts of the COVID pandemic, perhaps because this data was collected
merely weeks after the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a
pandemic and President Trump declared it a national emergency (“Timeline,” 2021). Had this data been collected months into the pandemic when
students had more experience learning virtually or in atypical ways, we might
have seen academics appear more explicitly in other themes.
Another notable finding was that while some students were struggling
with negative thoughts and feelings, others were taking this time to reflect on
their lives and slow down, indicating the value of promoting positive coping
mechanisms. The pandemic provided a much-needed pause in the fast-paced
society that these students were experiencing, and this new world could promote better mental health and a brighter outlook on the multiple aspects of
the pandemic.
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Overall, our study suggests that focusing simply on students’ mental
health during the pandemic shows only a part of the big picture whereas we
need to be assisting students through all their struggles while also introducing and promoting positive coping mechanisms. This perspective echoes the
holistic approach to educating honors students advocated by Samuel Schuman
(2013), who provided the framework for an integrative approach that focuses
on ethics, values, and morals. These concepts provide a foundation for honors students to think about themselves and the world around them beyond
academics. A holistic approach that supports students during this pandemic
can ensure that they continue to be successful throughout their college careers
regardless of how the world changes, an approach that aligns with recommendations derived from other studies (Kecojevic et al., 2020; Son et al., 2020).
Limitations and Future Research
Although this pilot study examining how the COVID-19 pandemic
affected first-year honors students has significant strengths, such as a comprehensive look at the student experience during the pandemic rather than
a focus on student experiences as distinct occurrences, some areas of limitation provide opportunities for future research. Notably, since reflections
came from students who were motivated to share their perspectives about the
COVID pandemic, students with negative perceptions of the course may not
have opted to enroll in the study. Also, the generalizability is limited due to
the disproportionate number of Caucasian and female students; future studies should examine a larger, more diverse population. Similarly, more varied
data collection methods should be used to obtain more robust findings about
students’ lived experiences and perspectives; using focus groups and interviews might promote a more holistic and personal understanding of what
students are experiencing during the pandemic. Additional studies could also
examine promising and innovative strategies that honors colleges can use to
manage potential pitfalls and pivots in the curriculum and the program after
the pandemic.
Finally, because this data was collected so soon after the onset of the
pandemic, long-term impacts on honors students are unknown and may
influence how honors colleges provide student accommodations, develop
programming and policies, and create budgets, among other issues. Future
studies should focus on exploring and identifying how the COVID pandemic
has continued to affect not only honors students but the infrastructure of
honors colleges as well.
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Practical Implications
Along with the implications of our study for honors college faculty and
staff, students and their families may also apply these findings in beneficial
ways. For instance, the finding that the pandemic affects students in multiple aspects of their lives, not just mental health, provides students and their
families with a more thorough understanding of the effects they are experiencing due to this once-in-a-lifetime public health crisis. The findings also
demonstrate to students that they are not alone in their experiences, thus normalizing their feelings while simultaneously demonstrating the unexpected
positive impacts of COVID-19. Results provide students, their families, and
honors colleges with an understanding of what supports are needed for the
students to be physically, emotionally, and mentally successful during these
times. For example, faculty and staff can offer safe opportunities for students
to connect in small groups to help with the losses of interpersonal connections
and the increase in social isolation. They can also help students find alternative professional experiences to reduce their fears about falling behind and
about managing their “new normal.” To build positive coping mechanisms,
workshops and interactive guest lectures can help students maintain their
mental health and work on their coping skills throughout their college years
and beyond. Accepting and appreciating the slowdown that resulted from the
pandemic can make it easier to deal with change in mentally healthy ways.

conclusion
This pilot study qualitatively examines the holistic impacts of the COVID19 pandemic on first-year honors college students. The most notable finding
is that this pandemic has dramatically affected every aspect of students’ lives
and that many are struggling to cope with these changes, which have personal
and professional ramifications. Honors administrators and faculty need to
understand these impacts from a holistic perspective so that they can provide
comprehensive, overarching support to their students and foster a sense of
wellbeing and community. Looking at students as a whole, rather than breaking their emotions and feelings into different parts, is key to supporting them.
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Writing on Your Feet: Reflective Practices in City as Text™ edited by Ada Long (2014, 160pp). A
sequel to the NCHC monographs Place as Text: Approaches to Active Learning and Shatter the Glassy
Stare: Implementing Experiential Learning in Higher Education, this volume explores the role of reflective writing in the process of active learning while also paying homage to the City as Text™ approach
to experiential education that has been pioneered by Bernice Braid and sponsored by NCHC during
the past four decades.
Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council (JNCHC) is a semi-annual periodical featuring
scholarly articles on honors education. Articles may include analyses of trends in teaching methodology, articles on interdisciplinary efforts, discussions of problems common to honors programs, items
on the national higher education agenda, and presentations of emergent issues relevant to honors
education.
Honors in Practice (HIP) is an annual journal of applied research publishing articles about innovative honors practices and integrative, interdisciplinary, and pedagogical issues of interest to honors
educators.
UReCA: The NCHC Journal of Undergraduate Research and Creative Activity is a web-based,
peer-reviewed journal edited by honors students that fosters the exchange of intellectual and creative
work among undergraduates, providing a platform where all students can engage with and contribute
to the advancement of their individual fields. To learn more, visit <http://www.nchc-ureca.com>.
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